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Abstract
There is growing concern over why so many U.S. teachers are leaving the profession before
retirement. Researchers studying this phenomenon theorize how future attrition rates will be
determined by working conditions that either foster or squelch teachers’ sense of professional
autonomy. What is unclear from the literature is an understanding of specific intrinsic and
extrinsic factors affecting this autonomy development during a critical period in teachers’
careers, years 5-15. This study highlights the specific factors that influence the professional
autonomies of nine early childhood elementary public-school teachers’ and how their sense of
their professional autonomies interact to affect their instructional choices.
Two decision-making frameworks formed the basis for this interpretive qualitative study: selfefficacy and self-determination. Data were collected through three one-on-one interviews of each
participant. Teacher Agency, School Ethos, and Policy and Accountability about teachers in the
context of self, school and broader realities emerged as themes across their stories. Teachers
expressed how collegial relationships and perceived professional value within their buildings
most influenced their sense of autonomy and led to effective as well as personally satisfying,
self-motivated instructional decision-making. Relationships and professional value must be
cultivated for a teacher to feel in control, and therefore motivated to respond in positive and selffulfilling ways. If the teachers feel valued, they are more likely to remain connected to their work
and stay in the field.

Keywords: teacher autonomy, primary teachers, early childhood teachers, elementary
teachers

v
Table of Contents
List of Figures .............................................................................................................................. vii
Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................... viii
Chapter 1: Introduction ............................................................................................................... 1
Problem Statement.................................................................................................................... 8
Study Description ...................................................................................................................... 9
Research Questions ................................................................................................................. 10
Role of the Researcher ............................................................................................................ 10
Assumptions............................................................................................................................. 12
Significance of the Study ........................................................................................................ 12
Chapter 2: Literature Review .................................................................................................... 15
Self-Determination Theory .................................................................................................... 16
Self-Efficacy Theory ............................................................................................................... 19
Agency ...................................................................................................................................... 22
Empowerment ......................................................................................................................... 23
Burnout and Demoralization ................................................................................................. 25
Tensions ................................................................................................................................... 25
Absolute-autonomy ................................................................................................................. 27
Job Satisfaction ....................................................................................................................... 29
Student Achievement .............................................................................................................. 30
Summary .................................................................................................................................. 31
Chapter 3: Methodology............................................................................................................. 33
Rationale for Qualitative Research Design........................................................................... 33
Research Setting ...................................................................................................................... 38
Data Collection Methods ........................................................................................................ 39
Data Analysis ........................................................................................................................... 43
Trustworthiness .................................................................................................................... 43
Credibility ............................................................................................................................. 43
Confirmability and Dependability ....................................................................................... 45
Transferability ...................................................................................................................... 46
Limitations and Delimitations ............................................................................................. 46
Chapter 4: Findings .................................................................................................................... 49

vi
Theme 1: Teacher Agency ...................................................................................................... 51
Motivations for Becoming a Teacher .................................................................................. 52
Professional Value ............................................................................................................... 55
Teachers’ Sense of Educational Purpose ........................................................................... 59
Empowerment....................................................................................................................... 61
Theme 2: School Ethos ........................................................................................................... 62
Theme 3: Policy and Accountability ..................................................................................... 69
Summary .................................................................................................................................. 74
Chapter 5: Discussion ................................................................................................................. 75
Teacher Agency ....................................................................................................................... 77
School Ethos ............................................................................................................................ 82
Policy and Accountability....................................................................................................... 87
Connecting the Themes .......................................................................................................... 90
Chapter 6: Conclusions .............................................................................................................. 94
Suggestions for Future Research ......................................................................................... 101
Bibliography .............................................................................................................................. 104
Appendix A. Information Sheet for Participation in Research Study ..................................127
Appendix B. Distribution of Participants and the Grade-Levels They Teach .....................129
Appendix C. Demographics of Participants Schools ..............................................................130
Appendix D. Interview Protocol ..............................................................................................131
Interview #1 ............................................................................................................................131
Interview #2 ............................................................................................................................133
Interview #3 ............................................................................................................................135
Appendix E. Teacher Perceived Professional Value versus Per Pupil Spending.................136

vii
List of Figures
Figure 1: Themes (entanglement) …………………….………………………………….... 76

viii
Acknowledgements
I wish to acknowledge the great tutelage and wisdom of several great professors. First to Dr.
Bayat who gave me the push I needed to start this journey. Dr. Proweller, who gave me the
confidence to change my mindset from I think I can to I CAN, I WILL, and I DID! Thank you
for your gentle voice of reason. Dr. Mindes, who pushed hard, and I expected no less. Thank you
for demanding excellence. A special thanks to Dr. Donovan you were always confident in my
work and my abilities. Dr. Donovan you were the driving force behind my energy.
To the wonderful students I had the pleasure of sharing this journey. Todd, Megan, Brendon, Ai,
Rafi, Julie, and Heather, it has been a joy. Nancy Hash, it was especially fun sharing this journey
with you! Thanks for always having my back, Nancy GO! Together, we were an unstoppable
team. It has been an honor getting to know all of you. I look forward to seeing where we all land.
To my work colleagues, I appreciate your understanding. You were always so kind to appreciate
my workload and show concern. Thank you for your compassion.
To my friends and family (too many to name), I’M DONE! I plan to get back to the practice of
hanging out on weekends and enjoying more adventures without worrying about getting home to
finish a paper, read a book or write a response. Thank you for your patience.
Thank you, Mom and Dad, for instilling in me a strong sense of determination to never abandon
what you start. I love you and I am so grateful to share another great accomplishment with you.
Thank you for your love.
My amazing children. You allowed me to be vulnerable and still told me I was strong. It would
have taken only one complaint and I would have stopped this craziness. You NEVER gave me
that out. Elise, you were always there to make it simple. Olivia, thanks for believing in me. Jack,
we had some great conversations that gave me important food for thought. Natalie, thanks for
taking care of me. Sweet Nanny, making me sandwiches, giving me hugs, and allowing me
space. My children, you make me so proud.
Finally, to my phenomenal husband, Jim. Perhaps this is cliché, but you are truly the wind
beneath my wings. You have always believed in me. You never had a doubt, you knew I could
do this and you gave me the support, love and encouragement to do it. Thank you for loving me
so unconditionally and allowing me to be selfish for the past few years, I love you. Let’s get back
to the business of Jim AND Nancy.

1
Chapter 1: Introduction
It is predicted that by the year 2025, the shortage of teachers in the United States will be as
high as 316,000 (Learning Policy Institute, 2018b). Nationwide, nearly 85% of teachers leave the
profession before reaching retirement eligibility (Learning Policy Institute, 2018a). The main
factors linked to such alarming numbers include increasing student enrollment, teacher attrition,
and fewer new teacher entrants (Sutcher et al., 2016; U.S. Department of Education, National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2018a; Walker, 2016). Of these three factors, the Learning
Policy Institute (LPI) forecasted national teacher attrition at a predicted rate of 59% in 2019-2020
(LPI, 2018b). It presently is unclear how the pandemic will affect any of these rates in years to
come. Yet, it does intensify the causes for attrition (Kessler, 2020). Pre-pandemic work situations
significantly determined whether the teachers could shift quickly and successfully into remote
learning, as well as maintain the necessary morale for facing these new challenges (Kessler,
2020).
Studies into factors influencing teacher attrition patterns tend to focus more so on laterelementary and high-school professionals, rather than teachers in the early-elementary (i.e.,
kindergarten through grade two or three) years. As U.S. policymakers are focusing more
attention on the nation’s need for high-quality early childhood education, it is imperative that we
study the conditions behind these shocking teacher attrition statistics, specifically highlighting
the unique working conditions of an early childhood-age teacher (Cannon et al., 2018; Schaak et
al., 2020).
According to Darling-Hammond (2010), factors influencing elementary and high-school
teacher attrition and the ability to recruit new teachers include salaries, teacher preparation,
mentoring and support, and working conditions. In studies of early childhood-age school
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settings, the principal factors leading to high teacher turnover reveal much of the same–working
conditions, wages, collegial relationships, lack of job control and exhaustion from issues such as
meeting the needs of an increasingly diverse array of children, expanded duties, and personal
financial stress (Grant et al., 2019; Schaak, et al., 2020; Whitebrook et al., 2014). All these
studies into the complex factors that define and affect working conditions point to how they
greatly influence teachers’ sense of professional autonomy or their empowerment to make
decisions effecting their classroom instruction and sense of professionalism. Some researchers
(Sparks & Malkus, 2015; Sutcher et al., 2016) argue that it’s working conditions that either foster
or squelch teachers’ professional autonomy that will have the most influence on future teacher
attrition rates.
Researchers vary in how they define autonomy for the purposes of their studies.
Grenville-Cleave and Boniwell (2012) conducted a study in which they defined autonomy as the
control over planning and teaching that teachers possess. Using a mixed-method design, they
surveyed and interviewed 150 teachers as well as 150 non-teaching professionals about the types
and amount of perceived control they had over conducting their work. They found that teachers
in the sample perceived their level of control as being significantly lower than that of the nonteachers. In a similar vein with similar results, Mausethagen and Molstad (2015) interviewed
primary- and secondary-level teachers about whether and how new, more stringent
accountability policies related to curriculum and assessment practices affected teachers’
perception of their professional autonomy. They too found that teachers’ perceived levels of
autonomy were narrowing with the implementation of the new policies.
Other researchers have studied teacher autonomy by closely examining particular aspects
of what teachers have historically controlled in their everyday professional situations. Some
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studies examined teachers’ autonomy in terms of their perceived control over choosing and using
textbooks and class materials (Sparks & Malkus, 2015). Still others probed to learn about
teachers’ ultimate control over their preferred instructional approaches and techniques (Glazer,
2008). For example, many early childhood teachers are concerned that there is a shift in early
childhood education to more teacher-centered didactics taking away from more holistic
developmental activities (Bassok et al., 2016; Gordon et al., 2019). In all, research exposed
teachers’ frustration over a growing loss of control in choosing learning activities.
Research focused on teachers’ control over daily instruction revealed specific types of
concerns about core elements of practice they felt were being regulated by those outside their
classrooms and, in turn, causing them to feel a loss of professional autonomy. Examples could be
found in early childhood research as well as elementary teacher research. For example, some
research has uncovered that teachers would like more authority and responsibility in deciding
student evaluation systems and/or metrics (Cooper, 2017; Finnigan & Gross, 2007; Hanushek &
Raymond, 2005) and want to regain decision-making control over the type of student discipline
and homework assigned (Institute of Education Science, National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2018; Learning Policy Institute, 2018a). In all, the results yielded similar conclusions
when teachers lose control over these core aspects of their daily working conditions, they also
lose their perceived sense of autonomy.
Against the backdrop of findings from this previous research, this study’s operational
definition of professional autonomy includes teachers’ perceived control and influences over
their ability to make daily decisions on what to teach as well as how to teach it. However,
research is beginning to untangle what is otherwise a complex set of influences on teachers’
attitudes toward their position and their professional autonomy that is changing the data affecting
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attrition rates (Garcia & Weiss, 2020; Kessler, 2020). This research needs to be considered in a
working definition of teacher autonomy.
Phi Delta Kappan’s 2019 annual polling of stakeholders’ attitudes toward schools in the
United States reported that almost 50% of the teachers surveyed indicated they seriously
considered leaving the teaching profession in 2018 (Phi Delta Kappan, 2019). Reasons cited
included the need for more funding and higher pay. Teachers also expressed pressures on them
for their students to score well on tests and a need for a greater voice in academic policies on
standards, testing and the curriculum. They also cited overall stress, a lack of feeling valued, and
no longer finding teaching enjoyable. These findings are not unusual and are comparable to what
other polls and interviews identified as influences on whether teachers remained in their
classrooms (Goldring et al., 2014; LPI, 2018a; Schaak, et al, 2020).
These poll findings reflect a more recent phenomenon identified by other teacher surveys.
In LPI’s analysis of their 2013 Teacher Follow-up Survey (TFS) of former public-school
teachers entering new non-teaching positions (Goldring et al., 2014) 51% of respondents
indicated they felt they could manage their current workload, in contrast to when they were in
teaching positions. Additionally, 53% reported that their overall work conditions were better in
their new positions. For example, only 8.4% felt they had more influence over workplace
policies and practice when they were teachers. Moreover, only 17.6% felt they had more
professional development opportunities as a teacher. This last finding is similar to the only 16%
who felt they had more to learn from colleagues when they were teachers. The majority (90.3%)
of these former classroom teachers indicated feeling better now about how their performance
was evaluated too. Apropos this study reported herein only 11.7% felt they had more autonomy
or control over their own work when they were teachers.
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Expanding on these findings, the 2019 PDK poll (Phi Delta Kappan, 2019) highlight the
opinions of teachers in the field. The PDK poll shows teachers remain concerned about some of
the same aspects related to autonomy but adds a few others. To name a few, the poll reported that
70% of teachers said they would strike to secure more say in controlling their teaching
conditions; 83% would strike to gain more say in setting school standards, testing, and
curriculum; and 75% reported their schools were underfunded. Ultimately, 55% agreed they
would not want their own children to follow them into the profession, citing stress, feeling
undervalued and inadequate pay, among their reasons (Phi Delta Kappan, 2019). Both the LPI
and PDK surveys reflect the latest in teachers’ frustrations and concerns over working conditions
in their schools and possible reasons for teacher attrition.
Considering these poll findings, the study reported herewith also examines teachers’
sense of professional autonomy given the policies, guidelines, and resources provided to this
study’s participants, their schools, and their state. Yet there are still more personal influences to
consider. These reported frustrations from teachers have a ripple effect extending to their sense
of well-being and professionalism, too. The LPI survey indicated that only 12% of teachers who
left the profession for another career felt able to balance their personal and professional lives. It
also reported that 92% of teachers who left the profession felt more professional prestige in their
current non-education profession (LPI, 2018b).
The LPI survey has highlighted how teachers are losing their autonomy in ways that are
often beyond their control. The teachers describe how external forces are creating frustrating
situations that are difficult to reconcile in the classroom when they need to make professional
decisions. These teachers’ reports are troubling, especially in view of decades of research that
has highlighted how individual students have unique learning needs and thus unique teaching

6
needs (e.g., Bryant et al., 2020; Pollard & Bourne, 2002; Reigelith, 1999; Sakai et al., 2014;
Subban, 2006). If teachers must make those unique teaching decisions on a daily basis,
oftentimes in the moment, they need to be empowered and trusted as professionals to extend
their scope of action and act on their knowledge (Lennert da Silva, 2020).
In the unique field of early childhood education, scholars are recognizing the critical role
early childhood education plays in preparing students for college and career readiness (Bakken et
al., 2017; Haslip & Gullo, 2018). Yet, the changing landscape of early childhood education is
influencing the attrition of early childhood educators (Haslip & Gullo, 2018). In 2020, the
National Association of the Education of Young Children’s, Power to the Profession initiative
was created to address the well-being of the profession (NAEYC, 2020). Power to the Profession
defines the research-based standards and related competencies all early childhood professionals
need to meet to ensure children’s healthy learning outcomes. The team of researchers and
policymakers working on this initiative also was charged with creating clarifying
recommendations to thwart the rise in early childhood teacher attrition in programs serving
children from birth through age 8. In this report, the task force acknowledged similar issues in
the early childhood field found in other teacher attrition research–professionals feeling
unsupported in their role, inadequately compensated for the type and level of work
responsibilities assumed, and experiencing continuously stressful working conditions (NAEYC,
2020, p.5). This task force calls for those responsible for early childhood education systems to
empower teachers to “be the expert in their own practice,” and for the systems to build
mechanisms that enable these teachers to direct their own work, thereby creating agentic
professionals. The report specifically states, “early childhood educators should be given
appropriate autonomy in their settings to make sound professional judgements….” (NAEYC,
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2020, p. 27). Across the board, the research suggests a teacher must feel the internal capacity to
take on external controls to justify ones’ practice and professional autonomy.
Education philosopher and policy researcher Doris Santoro (2018) has been examining
the ripple effect of the teacher attrition phenomenon from a personal internal perspective. She
argues that the term “burnout,” often used to describe why teachers leave the profession, serves
only to mask the conditions that may force them to see no other way to continue teaching. In
Santoro’s book Demoralization: Why Teachers Leave the Profession They Love and How they
Can Stay (2018), she shares case studies of teachers who haven’t yet left their classrooms but are
contemplating doing so. Looking across their situations and how they expressed their sources of
dissatisfaction and even fear, Santoro found that they shared a realization that the “moral
rewards” these professionals sought in their profession were no longer being achieved. They felt
demoralized, a state of mind “rooted in discouragement and despair borne out of ongoing value
[which] conflicts with pedagogical policies, reform mandates and school practices” (Santoro,
2018, p.3). Sugrue (2020) describes these frustrations as a teacher’s moral injury deriving from
guilt, an upset conscience, and the possibility of leaving the profession.
The teachers in Santoro’s book shared frustration with specific situations such as losing
the ability to choose assessments or having little to no voice in policy or resource decisions
(Santoro, 2018). In the face of dwindling pedagogical autonomy, or control over decisions
directly related to their classroom practice, Santoro argues it’s not surprising to find that more
teachers are leaving the profession.
Santoro’s findings are akin to those found by other researchers investigating the
connections between teachers’ ability to engage in their roles with full autonomy and their level
of commitment and loss of joy in their work (Gillet et al., 2013; Rooney, 2015; Santoro, 2018;
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Sugrue, 2020). Moreover, teachers perceived ability to perform their job also raises concerns
about their self-efficacy or their belief in their ability to reach desired outcomes (Bandura, 2003;
Klassen et al., 2011). Being able to feel both joy and a feeling of confidence will contribute to a
teachers’ sense of self-efficacy and in turn influence their commitment to their job as well as the
profession.
In this study, professional autonomy ultimately includes the complex overlapping
concepts of teachers’ agency, efficacy, and empowerment that effect their day-to-day
motivations. This particular type of autonomy is framed within the guidelines and resource
provided to the teacher’s school and state. It will be considered as the external and internal
factors that influence and the overall perceptions of teachers to make and implement their own
professional decisions (in their classroom and their broader work environment). Professional
autonomy includes the ability to make daily decision on what to teach and how to teach content.
It encompasses the school factors influenced by relationships to the communities they serve as
well as the state and federal conditions and polices informing each working environment.
We know that high-quality teachers are highly committed to their work and raise student
performance more than teachers who are not as competent or committed (Hanushek, 2011; Louis
et al., 2010; Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2005). However, we
need to know more about the depth and breadth of any moral dilemmas triggered by teachers
sense of personal value conflicts associated with feelings of guilt, a troubled conscience and the
possibility of leaving one’s job (Sugrue, 2020).
Problem Statement
Public school teachers, including early childhood-age teachers are leaving the profession,
resulting in a serious shortage of teachers across the country. Teachers’ negative perceptions of
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their working conditions and how they undermine their professional autonomy are some of the
known factors to their leave-taking. Previous research has begun identifying some of the internal
and external factors connected to teacher autonomy. We know that when teachers report an
increased dissatisfaction with their daily work lives, they typically express an internal sense of
feeling unable to be fully professional. Their concerns are seen in how they conduct their
practice (with influences coming from school policy) to their own internal turmoil as they strive
to find satisfaction in educating their students (Dierking & Fox, 2013; Fernet et al., 2008;
Santoro, 2018; Schaak et al., 2020). The factors that influence teacher autonomy need to be
identified, highlighted, and considered in order to adequately address teacher attrition.
Additionally, given the complex interactions between and among the internal and external
factors influencing teachers’ perceptions of autonomy, it is necessary to narrow the scope of
influences specifically to factors influencing early elementary teachers’ construction of their
perceptions of their professional autonomy. This study will fill a gap in the literature focused on
early elementary teachers’ perception of autonomy.
Study Description
This study uncovers the internal and external factors teachers identify as influencing their
overall sense of autonomy as well as the impact of these influences on their instructional
decision-making. Nine suburban public-school teachers of kindergarten, first, or second grade
teachers are the focus of this investigation. Chapter 2 will review the literature on two salient
theoretical frameworks–self-determination and self-efficacy–discussing their links to teacher
autonomy and ultimately a teacher’s professional well-being. Chapter 2 will also explore
scholarship on agency, empowerment, and tensions as they relate to the topic of teacher
autonomy. Chapter 3 details the study’s conceptual framework and methodology. Chapter 4
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presents the findings, followed by analysis of the findings in Chapter 5. Finally, Chapter 6 will
offer conclusions and implications of the study findings as well as recommendations for further
research.
Research Questions
This study asks early elementary teachers to describe their perception of autonomy as it
relates to their professional experiences in the classroom. It uncovers the influences that shape
their perceptions of autonomy and their daily instructional decision-making. It analyzes the
factors that affect teachers’ autonomy, from internal school or personal influences to external
dimensions as they relate to their personal perceptions. The main questions this study
investigates are:

1. How do kindergarten, first-, and second-grade teachers define their professional
autonomy?
2. How do those teachers’ perceptions of their professional autonomy influence
(i.e., motivate or impede) their daily instructional decisions?
Sub-questions include:
1. How do teachers perceive the role of their autonomy in their everyday professional
experiences?
2. Which professional experiences and external and internal factors do teachers identify as
shaping their perceptions of autonomy?
Role of the Researcher
As an experienced educator I have often pondered teachers’ agency in relation to school
policies and their decision-making power. For over 30 years, I have taught almost every
elementary grade from preschool to seventh grade in both private and public schools, in parttime and full-time positions. However, for over 10 years I was a first-grade teacher in a public
school. My first-grade classroom, like most, was a place with unpredictable contexts. I
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constantly adjusted my instruction according to the social, linguistic, cultural, emotional, and
physical needs of my students. I had to accommodate each student’s individual learning needs
while simultaneously teaching the same standards to everyone. At times, balancing the enormous
responsibility of achieving grade-level standards with all students, professional responsibilities
and a work-life balance was overwhelming and sometimes ethically perplexing.
Since becoming an elementary principal six years ago, I have acquired a position that
gives me the opportunity to have more influence on teachers’ needs. I have a new understanding
of the pressures related to administration and the complexities of leading and motivating
teachers. I believe teaching is an intellectual as well as a moral practice. Teachers find moral
value in their work typically entering the field with an intent to do good in the communities they
serve. They often take pride in their profession and consider their responsibilities as educators to
be virtuous.
As an administrator, I must always strive to align realistic expectations with the realities
of the classroom and teachers’ professional ethics. This skill requires an ear keen on hearing
teachers’ perceptions and finding innovative resources to construct differentiated and scaffolded
teacher support systems.
My personal experiences and realizations through working with teachers in recent years
and supporting them in their classroom practices led me to design this study where I share the
voices of these nine teachers and, in turn, inform the wider field. Through closely interviewing
these teachers, I was able to dig deeper into how they feel their autonomy is nurtured or
disregarded, as well as how their daily experiences shape their sense of professionalism and their
instructional decisions.
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Assumptions
I bring to this study my own assumptions about the fundamental philosophical purpose of
education - helping people reach their highest human potential. The goal of educating students
should be to find the capabilities of each and every person and “…not to use people as the means
to the capabilities of others or of the whole” (Nussbaum, 2011 p.35). I also bring to this research
the assumption that most teachers enter the profession to do good work and to serve the
community in which they are employed. I assume that the goal of most teachers is to find the
best way to support and assist their students’ educational journey. I also assume most teachers
teach for personal fulfillment. They find value and motivation in feeling good about what they do
because they feel their work is socially and morally significant.
Significance of the Study
The aim of this study is to create a space and provide an active listener for practicing
kindergarten, first- and second-grade teachers as they ponder and define the essence of their
professional autonomy. Vygotsky (1987) argues that “Every word that people use in telling their
stories is a macrocosm of their consciousness” (p. 236). Interviewing teachers and analyzing
their perceptions provides teachers a place to be heard and a platform to share the issues, their
concerns and professional opinions about autonomy. It answers the call to research teacher
autonomy using qualitative methods to dig deeper into the complexities and unique factors
influencing teachers’ autonomy found in a kindergarten, first or second-grade classroom, or
schools (Klassen, 2011; Santoro, 2018; Wyatt, 2015).
This study was also designed to further investigate the effects of top-down, neoliberal
reform efforts across the United States on schools and, especially, their teachers. Hargreaves
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(2003) was among the earliest to study and document the consequences of neo-liberal reform on
teacher autonomy:
[Neoliberal reforms] subjected teachers to public attacks; eroded their autonomy of
judgment and condition of work; created epidemics of standardization and overregulation; and provoked tidal waves of resignation and early retirement, crises of
recruitment, and shortages of eager and able educational leaders. The very profession
that is often said to be of vital importance for the knowledge economy is the one that too
many groups have devalued, more and more people want to leave, less and less want to
join, and very few are interested in leading. (p.11)
Hyslop-Margison and Sears (2010) concur with Hargreaves that neoliberal economic and social
policy has led to a suppression of the profession and an attempt to “de-professionalize teachers”
(p.1). This harsh reality is reiterated among the 36 countries belonging to the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 2012; HyslopMargison & Sears, 2010; Willms, 2006). Willms (2006) clearly states that many of the
educational reform initiatives in many countries “are directed at changing teacher practice”
(p.13). In addition, Grenville-Cleave and Boniwell (2012) argue, “The complexity and intensity
of the pressures on teachers and the pace of education reform are unprecedented” (p. 3). It is
important that we work to find solutions to the imbalance found between teacher professionalism
and the good intentions of providing the best education for our children.
This research adds to the library of research focused on exploring teacher autonomy. It
may provide new insight to school boards as they ponder and set financial budgets and district
policies reflecting laws and federal mandates. Administrators may use this research to be
educated on teachers’ perceptions of autonomy and its effects on teachers’ instructional decisionmaking. The research may help administration to clarify the role autonomy takes in building
effective teacher teams. It will create a place to consider teachers’ professional realities and the
conflicts that bind them. Finally, reading about the perceptions of teacher autonomy in this
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research may encourage policymakers and curriculum directors to listen and include teachers in
more system-wide decisions. Conceivably, this study has the potential to influence change in
school policies, practices, and classroom pedagogy in classrooms, specifically in the early
elementary grades as administrators make decisions concerning instruction.

15

Chapter 2: Literature Review
I felt it was important for this research to find the underlying factors that influence
teachers’ perceptions of autonomy. Han (2017) found that defining teacher autonomy is a
complex task and not straightforward. Indeed, it is difficult to find consensus on a simple
definition of teacher autonomy, as it is fluid, with a full ecosystem of influences. Often it is
focused on factors within the teacher’s everyday role: the ability to choose the content of
curriculum and how to teach it (Black & Deci, 2000; Han, 2017; Wills & Sandholtz, 2009).
Teacher autonomy is also a factor expressed in reports of job satisfaction (Dierking & Fox, 2013;
Dou et al., 2017; Yildirim, 2015). For other researchers, teacher autonomy is examined as an
influence on student achievement or school reform/improvement (Boser & Hanna, 2014;
Marshik et al., 2017). And for other scholars, autonomy is the common link that emerges when
investigating motivation, professional identity, empowerment and agency (Canrinus et al., 2012;
Lennert da Silva & Molstad, 2020; Pearson & Moomaw, 2005).
In this research professional autonomy is understood as inclusive of the external and
internal factors that influence the overall perceptions of teachers to make and implement their
own professional decisions and actions (in their classrooms and their work environments).
Professional autonomy includes the ability to make daily decisions about what to teach and how
to teach it. It is influenced by factors such as professional relationships as well as the state or
federal conditions and polices governing each school or district setting.
Therefore, I conducted a literature search for existing theoretical frameworks that
influence concepts of autonomy: Self-Determination Theory and Self-Efficacy Theory. The
following literature review presents the scholarship centered on the effects of external and
intrinsic influences on teacher autonomy. It also draws from the scholarship focused on

16
autonomy and its influence on professional well-being, empowerment and agency. Additionally,
factors that dismantle autonomy, such as demoralization and tensions, are also explored.
Self-Determination Theory
It is common to see teacher autonomy linked to teacher motivation, job satisfaction,
stress, professionalism and empowerment (Pearson & Moomaw, 2005). Therefore, in order to
understand teacher autonomy, it is helpful to understand how it is related to the basic
psychological underpinnings of motivation. For decades, Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000) have been
credited with formulating a multi-dimensional description of motivation. Deci and Ryan’s work
focuses not only on the contextual conditions that facilitate self-determination, but also on the
conditions that thwart it. Their research findings as to what sparks humans to behave as they do
are particularly relevant to understanding what causes teachers to view themselves as
autonomous.
Ryan and Deci’s (2000) research led them to postulate three innate psychological needs:
competence (or efficacy, to feel able) autonomy (to be able to act) and relatedness (feeling of
belonging, connection and security). If all three of these are satisfied, a person’s well-being will
be enhanced and that person will be more motivated to act in self-preserving, rewarding ways.
Deci et al. (1999) found two particular predictors that proved to be the most instrumental in
fostering motivation and therefore, enhancing autonomy: positive feedback and choice.
Moreover, Self-Determination Theory proposes two types of regulation that influence attitudes,
values and behaviors: intrinsic and external motivation. A teacher’s intrinsic motivation occurs
when work is accomplished to satisfy, bring pleasure to or is interesting to that individual.
Intrinsic motivation occurs when the action is perceived by the individual as enhancing their
three innate phycological needs. External or controlled motivation occurs when an event is
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carried out merely for the benefits to be gained (i.e., administrative approval or monetary
reward) or to avoid a negative consequence (i.e., poor evaluation or reprimand). Events that are
performed with external motivations can potentially result in psychological stress.
For decades various researchers have used Self-Determination Theory to study teacher
motivation (e.g., Cuevas et al., 2018; Pelletier et al., 2002). Self-determination was used to
examine the relationship between burnout and regulations imposed on teachers that have a
perceived negative influence on autonomy versus regulations that have could be perceived as
enhancing autonomy (Fernet et al., 2017). It was clear that regulations perceived positively were
negatively associated with burnout while regulations perceived as negative influences
(controlled) had a positive effect on burnout. Thus, regulations enacted upon teachers have the
potential to influence a teacher’s overall perceptions of autonomy.
Factors that may affect teachers’ motivation, such as their school’s leadership team, also
have been studied. Eyal and Roth (2011) investigated the relationship between administrators’
approaches and teachers’ motivations. It was determined that leadership styles among school
principals play a significant role in teacher motivation and well-being. Further, it was confirmed
that leaders with an encouraging approach that supports autonomous–as compared to controlled–
motivations would be more likely have a positive effect on teacher motivation and teacher wellbeing.
Self-Determination Theory makes the important assumption that autonomous motivations
assist teachers in realizing their authentic selves, whereas controlled motivations are sources of
external or internal pressure. Deci and Ryan (2000) created a continuum of perceived autonomy.
The least motivating is termed external and is at the controlling end of the continuum. Behavior
at this end of the continuum is regulated by external occurrences of material rewards or threats of
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punishment. However, a teacher may also unconsciously experience regulation when their
behaviors are controlled by an internal need to circumvent feeling guilty, ashamed or unworthy,
or the pressure for positive evaluations. On the opposite autonomous end of the continuum is
intrinsic motivation, which allows a person to engage in an activity for its own sake, such as
enjoyment and interest with no external reinforcements. Hulleman and Barron (2010) contributed
to the motivation literature by building upon Deci et al’s (1999) work to challenge the myth that
pay will enhance teacher motivation. They found that this external motivation was not as
influential as previously thought. Teachers’ perceptions of autonomy can be influenced by their
awareness and sense of self-control over their environment.
It is also important to note that Deci et al. (1999) argue that those who do not motivate
others in effort and performance actually impede others’ innate need for autonomy. This is true
in the relationship of administrators to teachers, as well as teachers to students (Santoro, 2018;
Shen et al., 2015; Van Lange et al., 2012). Deci et al. (1991) stated that, “motivation,
performance, and development will be maximized within social contexts that provide people the
opportunity to satisfy their basic psychological needs for autonomy” (p. 327). People must have
a sense of empowerment and trust to make necessary changes in order to build high levels of
self-efficacy and autonomy. To feel empowered, teachers need to feel they can make a difference
in the lives of their students with support to make the decisions effecting their classroom
(Dierking & Fox, 2012). Deci and Ryan’s (2000) later work unpack the factors embedded in
humans’ basic psychological needs that are essential for growth, integrity and wellness. Selfdetermination theory notes the psychological freedom to perform a task so long as the teacher
“grasps its meaning and synthesizes that meaning with respect to their other goals and values”
(Deci & Ryan, 2000, p.74). The satisfaction of basic psychological needs provides the seeds for
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motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). For teachers to perform at their best, their need for autonomy
must be satisfied. This research will seek to uncover the factors that stimulate, as well as impede,
a teacher’s motivation as it relates to their sense of autonomy through the stories of the
participants’ professional experiences.
Self-Efficacy Theory
Many studies have found that teacher self-efficacy is an important factor in the teaching
process (Dellinger et al., 2008; Perren et al., 2017; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009; Wyatt,
2015). They need to feel strong and engaged professionally and personally to sustain their
autonomy (Dierking & Fox, 2012). Studies have shown that even the more qualified teachers
will leave the profession when they do not feel efficacious (Johnson, 2004; Katsantonis, 2019;
Klassen & Chu, 2010). Most broadly, self-efficacy is the belief in one’s ability to accomplish
desired outcomes, powerfully affecting people’s behavior, motivation, and ultimately, their
success or failure (Bandura, 1977). Therefore, without self-efficacy, a person’s motivation to act
on their knowledge would be perceived as futile. Efficacy beliefs are the mechanisms in the
development of intrinsic interests (Bandura, 2003). Considering self-efficacy as an intrinsic
factor of teacher autonomy is significant to this research.
Bandura’s 1977 seminal work on the theory of self-efficacy has been the catalyst to an
ample body of research correlating teachers’ beliefs with their own ability to affect student
outcomes. Bandura (1986) reshaped and helped to clarify his theory of self-efficacy, connecting
it more specifically to teachers’ self-efficacy, or “judgments of their capabilities to organize and
execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performance” (p. 391).
According to Bandura (2001), teachers’ perception of their capabilities aligns with their ability to
perform their professional responsibilities.
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According to Bandura (2003), “teachers perceive their [individual] capabilities to
perform specific teaching tasks at a specified level of quality in a specified situation” (p. 752).
Dellinger et al. (2008) add to the discussion of teacher self-efficacy with an understanding that
“teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs are teachers’ individual beliefs” (p. 391). Dellinger et al. remind
us that self-efficacy is task-specific, focused on teachers’ beliefs about their ability to take
actions. Klassen et al. (2011) add that self-efficacy is the “confidence teachers hold about their
individual and collective capability to influence student learning” (p. 21). They included three
important considerations: (a) teachers’ confidence, (b) teachers’ perception of their abilities as a
part of the whole, and (c) impact on student learning. Therefore, a teacher’s individual beliefs
will influence their capabilities to perform specific tasks and thus their perceptions of autonomy.
Given the critical role self-efficacy plays in teachers’ actions, it is important to
understand the development of self-efficacy. Bandura (2003) suggested that there are four main
sources: (a) mastery experiences, (b) vicarious experiences, (c) social persuasion, and (d)
emotional and physical reactions. Adapting these to the profession of teaching, teachers make
judgments about their self-efficacy based on verbal feedback from other stakeholders that are
important to their professional lives: administrators, parents, trusted colleagues, the vicarious
experiences of other teachers’ success or failure, perceptions of past experiences, and the level of
emotional and physiological experiences as they practice their craft (Bandura, 2003). The
stakeholders in a teachers’ work environment will influence their self-efficacy yet the
development of self-efficacy is fluid because the main resources in its development are
constantly in flux. Recognizing these relationships and sources can add to an understanding of
the evolution of a teacher’s self-efficacy and its association to autonomy.

21
Scholars have studied internal and external sources as well as controlled and uncontrolled
influential sources of self-efficacy. For example, research has been able to determine that the
uncontrolled factors of gender, years of experience, and age will influence a teacher’s perception
of self-efficacy (Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Veldman et al., 2017). These research examples all
reported that teachers with greater self-efficacy had greater job satisfaction. However, it was
noted that the convenience sample of Veldman et al. might have been biased because they
hypothesized that teachers with high self-efficacy were more willing to participate in the study.
Therefore, the difference in age was not a significant factor in the reported level of self-efficacy.
Instead of years of life, Klassen and Chiu used a sample of 1,430 teachers to determine that selfefficacy varies with years of experience and job-related stress, which influenced job satisfaction.
Consequently, this study includes teachers with similar years of experience and does not consider
the age of the participants as a factor in their perceptions of autonomy.
These examples of self-efficacy research suggest a positive relationship between
teachers’ self-efficacy (at least moderate to high) and the many domains of teaching: emotional
support, classroom organization, and instructional support (Hamre & Pianta, 2013). After
examining 218 articles on teacher efficacy research, Klassen et al. (2011) conclude that selfefficacy is the key to influencing teachers’ professional behaviors and student learning. Selfefficacy influences cognitions, emotions, and the perception of environmental opportunities and
impediments: a person with high self-efficacy develops affirming perceptions of one’s
capabilities (Bandura, 2003). Therefore, a person’s perceived self-efficacy will influence their
professional behaviors (Klassen et al., 2011; Weiner, 2010). Hence, understanding the cyclical
nature of self-efficacy and its relation to autonomy may be an interesting dichotomy. Selfefficacy can be perceived as critical to the intrinsic motivations that may influence a teacher’s
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perception of their professional autonomy. Furthermore, self-efficacy is the “metacognitive
capability to reflect upon oneself and the adequacy of one’s thoughts, and actions is the most
distinctly human core property of agency” (Bandura, 2006, p.165). It is, therefore, one of the
foundational components of agency.
Agency
A conceptual understanding of agency is needed to help recognize how teachers identify
and shape their perceptions of their autonomy. A teacher’s agency and autonomy are positively
related and occasionally overlap (Lennert daSilva & Molstad, 2020; Mausethagen & Molstad,
2015). Although agency and autonomy are often conflated, there are distinct differences. If
autonomy is how teachers act within the confines of their schools’ social context, then agency
refers to the perception of or intention to exert choice and voice to a situation (Kilderry, 2015).
For example, agentic teachers not only react to accountability measures, but they can manage
alternatives too. Mausethagen and Molstad (2015) describe factors as internal and external
controls on a teachers’ agency. For example, an internal control over agency includes teachers’
personal beliefs, values and attributes. Priestley et al. (2012) and Biesta et al. (2017) both focus
on the internal controls of self-efficacy to build teacher agency regarding daily work in
classrooms and schools. In addition, the unique characteristics found in each local school culture
and the interpretations of state policies are the comprehensive factors that influence teacher
agency and might be considered external controls. These controls are influences that may play a
role in a teacher’s agency and thus their autonomy.
Much like autonomy, agency is also multidimensional. The latest scholarship on agency
includes the notion of ecological conditions. According to Biesta and Tedder (2010) agency is
not something that people can have; it is something that people do or, more precisely, something
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they achieve. Therefore, agency is both a “sense of intentionality and [a person’s] perceived
possibilities and opportunities” (Priestley et al., 2016, p. 3). It is both temporal and relational,
built on both societal constraints and environments. For example, agency is the process of social
engagements informed by the past–the capacity to imagine alternate possibilities–and acted out
in the present (Priestley et al., 2015). Agency may look like past work experiences influencing
current professional interests and the expectations for the future. Therefore, a teacher’s agency
can change and is as individual as each teacher and her professional identity responding to their
environment.
Furthermore, agency is achieved though the cultural and material conditions of a teachers
work environment. Teacher agency is constructed from a teacher’s beliefs, values, and the
characteristics that form the school’s backdrop for what is perceived as their working conditions
(Priestley et al., 2015). Agentic teachers believe they have the opportunity to influence their
work (Priestley et al., 2012). A teacher’s agency may have an impact on their perception of what
they are capable of achieving in their work environment. Understanding the distinct
characteristics that promote agency will help to clarify the teacher’s perceptions of their own
competencies.
Empowerment
Agency is supported in teachers’ sense of empowerment and certainly will act to sustain
autonomy (Dierking & Fox, 2012). The Dierking and Fox definition of teacher empowerment
contains similar language and factors of autonomy found in other research. They distinguish
teacher empowerment as the gaining of knowledge and finding a voice. Similar to autonomy,
they also include having choice and control over one’s environment (i.e., classroom practices and
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creating networks of support). Therefore, if teachers feel empowered, they will likely feel more
autonomous.
In a study of the relationship between empowerment and autonomy, Yorulmaz et al.
(2018) define empowerment much more specifically and examine its close relationship to teacher
autonomy. They conclude that providing teachers with structural (organizational power sharing
with administration), and psychological (individual and relational) empowerment motivates
teachers and influences their autonomy. For example, when power is a redistributed so that
employees share in decision-making, the structural empowerment leads employees to feel more
motivated (Spreitzer,1996). Employees are also likely to report higher organizational
commitment (Faulkner & Laschinger, 2008). Yorulmaz et al. (2018) compare structural
empowerment to psychological empowerment seen in schools. Psychological empowerment, the
fostering of intrinsic motivation rather than strict adherence to administrative rules, was found to
increase the potential of self-efficacy in teachers, a meaningful predictor of the sense of
autonomy.
Hemric et al. (2010) define empowerment in terms of greater teacher autonomy in
decision-making, as well as in access to resources, information, support, and personal
advancement. They measured the levels of empowerment and self-efficacy among 70 elementary
teachers and found that empowerment served as an enabler of self-efficacy and, therefore, more
autonomous behaviors (Hemric et al, 2010). The way teachers understand their own
empowerment will make a difference in their perceptions of how much control they have over
their work environment. Ultimately, if teachers feel empowered, they are more likely to exert
their voices over choices in their work environments. If they feel powerless, the negative impact
on agency will have negative influences over autonomy.
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Burnout and Demoralization
Teacher burnout is the gradual process of disillusionment, which is one of the factors that
leads to teachers leaving the profession (Pines, 1993; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010, 2014; Sugrue,
2020). Burnout can undermine intrinsic motivation, zeal, enthusiasm, and career idealism
(Friedman, 2018; Shen et al., 2015; Westervelt, 2016). Related to burnout is the phenomenon of
demoralization which also hinders motivation yet is distinct. Demoralization assumes teachers
are driven by the moral rewards embedded in their work cutting through their self-efficacy and
thus their agency. Teachers experience demoralization when conditions of teaching change so
that moral rewards are unreachable (Santoro, 2018). For example, the process of making
decisions based on constant reflection and what might work at the moment is value-laden and
contextual causing much vulnerability (Oosterhoff et al., 2020). Vulnerability causes emotions,
which prove to be an integral part of the human-centered work of teaching and threatens
teachers’ intrinsic sense of moral rewards (Cooper, 2017; Hokka et al., 2017). Demoralization is
an influencing factor in teachers’ feelings of motivation and therefore has the potential to
gradually make a teacher feel less effective and impede autonomy. Demoralizing teaching
experiences make it difficult for teachers to act from their moral foci and put negative stress on
their autonomy. Santoro’s (2018) research further emphasizes demoralization as a factor in
teacher attrition.
Tensions
In teacher autonomy research, there is a common premise: if teachers feel they have
autonomy in their workplace, they will be more successful in their classrooms (Marshik et al.,
2017; Oberfield, 2016; Prichard & Moore, 2016; Torres, 2014; Wermke & Hostfalt, 2014).
However, as social and political pressures lead to an increase in demands on how and what
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teachers teach, this increased accountability and standardization interferes with teachers’ positive
perceptions of their autonomy (Gonzalez et al., 2016). These ecological conditions propagate in
workload demands that foster tensions within teachers’ perceptions of autonomy. For example,
increased paperwork leads to a lack of planning time (Rentner et al., 2016). Planning time
supports efficient and effective instruction, hence teachers under these pressures report increased
levels of stress and negative perceptions of the profession as a whole (Brackenreed, 2011; Flook
et al., 2013; Rentner et al., 2016; Richards, 2012). More specifically, early childhood educators
report pressure to use more teacher-centered and structured methods to push for improved
student achievement (Oosterhoff et al., 2020). In the practice of early childhood education,
teachers struggle to negotiate these complex circumstances while “trying to negotiate hegemonic
policy discourses and collective professional subjectivities (Osgood, 2010, p.126). These forces
cause teachers to comply with teaching practices that force them to give up beliefs and norms of
what they perceive as good practice in their everyday instruction and act as an obstacle to their
autonomy (Osgood, 2010).
Finally, there are other relevant factors in teacher attrition that act as outside influences
on autonomy. It is reported that teachers leave the profession due to strong negative feelings
associated with administrative support, collegial opportunities, low wages, and teacher input into
decision-making (Oosterhoff et al., 2020; Sutcher et al., 2016). Some teachers report they are
“struggling to enact good work in a pedagogical policy environment that is often deaf to their
moral concerns” and that is potentially dismantling their autonomy (Santoro, 2018, p.189).
Oosterhoff et al. (2020) specifically found in their research of eight early childhood educators
that the mere acknowledgment from administration of the teachers’ ongoing struggles with
demands for change can have positive results. In fact, they find that acknowledgement is seen as
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a type of support and can be more effective in guaranteeing good practice than a push for policy
compliance. The benefits to optimizing teachers influence in social and organizational contexts
proves to build efficacy, providing positive experiences to agency and motivating teachers to
manage new challenges enthusiastically (Wilcox & Lawson, 2017). These tensions have proved
to have a significant influence on teacher attrition and need to be recognized factors in teachers’
perceptions of their autonomy.
Absolute autonomy
An intriguing complication here is that the issue of teacher autonomy can be viewed as a
double-edged sword. Realizing complete autonomy would be exhausting, for it would result in
increased responsibilities of all kinds. According to many practitioners’ articles and blogs,
complete freedom is not what teachers seek. In a recent blog post, a teacher eloquently expressed
his desire to find a balance between full autonomy and a professional autonomy commenting,
“I’m happy to sacrifice my autonomy for a bit of sanity, clarity, collegiality and most
importantly, some quality” (Sherrington, 2016, para. 2). He feels some consistency between staff
and administration is a good thing. Instead of complete autonomy, teachers desire supportive
administrators that allow them to be part of the decision-making team. They prefer curriculum
decisions shared between administrators and teachers (especially as they impact accountability).
Teachers are asking for diverse professional development opportunities and freedom to select
teaching techniques and the skills to be taught to students (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Institute of
Education Science, 2018; Strong & Yoshida, 2014).
Boser and Hanna (2014) examined a number of relevant data sets such as the 2011-12
School and Staffing Survey (SASS) of teachers and principals from the National Center for
Education Statistics, as well as surveys from various states. This examination included 2013 data
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from Kentucky and Tennessee, as well as other recent national polling data on teacher attitudes.
Boser and Hanna reported that an overwhelming percentage of teachers say they have a great
deal of autonomy and are satisfied with teaching. This finding aligns with what the teacher
bloggers and article authors express: the teachers satisfied with their professional autonomy
report job satisfaction and teachers that leave the profession report the absence of professional
autonomy as a leading cause of dissatisfaction (Skaalvik & Skaalvik. 2014; Sherrington, 2016;
Warner-Griffin et al., 2018).
The Institute of Education Science (IES) (2018) confirm that over 82% of teachers
express feeling control over various areas of planning and teaching in their classrooms. Drawing
data from various national data sources, the Learning Policy Institute (LPI) confirmed these
statistics with data from 2016 and 2017. LPI reported that 76% of the teachers surveyed
indicated they were satisfied with their current level of classroom autonomy (LPI, 2018b). LPI’s
survey defined classroom autonomy as having control over planning and teaching variables,
including textbooks and other class materials, content and skills to be taught, teaching techniques
to use, student evaluation tools and metrics, discipline, and homework (LPI, 2018b).
Boser and Hanna (2014) report the issue of job satisfaction is not found in teachers’
perceptions of autonomy, but instead, in recent years, the increase of demands on teachers.
However, the authors agree with much of the teacher autonomy research, stating that teachers are
frustrated with the lack of support centered on what to teach and how to teach it (Boser & Hanna,
2014; Dierking & Fox, 2012; Feldmann, 2011). Finally, Boser and Hanna posit that teachers
must “give up some autonomy over what to teach while at the same time retaining their control
over how to teach” (2014, p. 6). Santoro (2018) concurs that teachers need more input into
initiatives and should be asked what they need to engage in good teaching. She argues that
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teachers should retain shared responsibilities in decision-making to help diminish the effects of
demoralization (Santoro, 2018). Research has recognized that the number of controls teacher
have over their daily decisions has a strong influence on teacher autonomy. Yet autonomy is not
an absolute and a teacher’s perception of their autonomy is also influenced by the controls they
relinquish.
Job Satisfaction
Subsequently, it should come as no surprise that teacher autonomy is connected to overall
job satisfaction (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014; Warner-Griffin et al., 2018). Teachers tend to
become discouraged and lose motivation when they feel a lack of control over their work
environment. A report from the U.S. Department of Education (2018a) described the differences
between 1999-2000 and 2011-2012 in public school teachers’ perceptions of classroom
autonomy, job satisfaction, job security and commitment to teaching (Warner-Griffin et al.,
2018). Teachers reporting high autonomy were more likely to report high levels of general job
satisfaction and less likely to leave the profession. Conversely, those with low perceptions of
autonomy reported low levels of general job satisfaction. Skaalvik and Skaalvik’s (2014)
analysis of over 2500 elementary and middle school teachers revealed that both teacher
autonomy and self-efficacy were independent predictors of engagement, job satisfaction and
emotional exhaustion. There is a correlation between positive perceptions about working
conditions and positive perceptions of teacher autonomy, which influence teacher attrition rates.
The U.S. Department of Education (2018a) report identified specific, external factors that
teachers connected with their current levels of job satisfaction. Teachers who were not satisfied
with their salaries also were not satisfied with the way things were run in their schools. Further,
they also expressed a loss of enthusiasm (motivation) for their work. Other researchers whose
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studies obtained similar results also observed that teachers decided to leave their jobs because of
scripted, “cookie cutter” approaches to teaching and learning being foisted upon them, as well as
the lack of perceived administrative support that typically accompanied these top-down
mandates (Christenbury, 2011; Davis, 2011; Dou et al., 2017).
Detailing the disconnect between job satisfaction and autonomy, research shows that
teachers with neither a positive perception of their professional autonomy nor feeling efficacious
will probably lack professional well-being and thus have low motivation to act on self-preserving
behaviors (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Wu, 2015). It should not be a surprise that more self-efficacious
teachers have been found to be more satisfied with their jobs than less efficacious teachers
(Canrinus et al., 2012; Collie et al., 2012, Sass et al., 2011).
Student Achievement
Concurrently, research on teacher autonomy confirms its relationship to student
achievement too (Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002; Dierking & Fox, 2012; Sparks & Malkus,
2015). It is clear that teachers who possess autonomy understand the need for student autonomy
(Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002; Han, 2017). Marshik et al. (2017) explored teachers’
ability to support their students’ need for autonomy when student autonomy was not satisfied, as
well as the effects of that support on student achievement. Data were drawn from the Early
Childhood Longitudinal Study–Kindergarten Class of 1998-1999. Researchers followed 22,000
children and documented their achievement from kindergarten through eighth grade. Teachers
were assessed on their perceptions of relatedness, teaching competency, teachers’ support of
students’ autonomy, and demographic information. The results confirmed how pressures at work
might limit teachers’ use of teaching strategies that foster students’ motivation. They concluded
that teachers’ perceptions of their own autonomy affect their use of autonomy-supporting
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strategies in the classroom, which are positively related to students’ achievement in reading
(Marshik et al., 2017). Thus, while there are several factors that can impact student achievement,
teacher autonomy is a critical factor.
Summary
For several years, the United States has been struggling to address teacher shortages.
Even our most prepared teachers are choosing to leave the profession before they are tenured
(LPI, 2018a; Sutcher et al., 2016). We know that along with salaries, teacher preparation, and
mentoring and support, working conditions are a leading factor influencing teacher attrition
(Darling-Hammond, 2010). Working conditions are a multifaceted set of factors influencing
teachers’ everyday work experiences. This review of extant scholarship highlighted the many
characteristics that influence autonomy, a strong determining factor in job satisfaction. It has
shown that through self-efficacy, teachers can foster their ability to act in agentic ways.
But becoming efficacious is difficult to separate from developing a positive perception of
autonomy. Teachers need to have positive perceptions of their autonomy to support their selfefficacy and thus their agency. Yet teachers perceived self-efficacy has been shown to lead to
positive perceptions of teacher autonomy. Without self-efficacy and autonomy, job satisfaction
can be low, leading to growing teacher attrition rates and eventually lower student motivation
and achievement.
Frustrations over salary, teacher preparation, mentoring and support, and working
conditions are the leading factors influencing teacher attrition. While working conditions have
much influence over teacher autonomy, there is very limited research on the perceived autonomy
of kindergarten, first- and second- grade teachers with most research focusing on autonomy as it
relates to specific student populations (e.g., English language learners), subject matter (e.g.,
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mathematics, literacy, science) or classroom dynamics (e.g., student vs teacher autonomy). As
yet, the research base has not fully captured the personal influences on teacher’s professional
autonomy. This study is designed to fill this gap. What exactly empowers teachers to act
autonomously? To more effectively mine what these factors might be, taking a closer look at
cataloging the influences on teacher autonomy and discovering how they affect teachers’ daily
instructional decisions is in order.
Many of the autonomy studies included in this literature review are focused on
researching large sample sizes using quantitative methods. In contrast, this study uses qualitative
research methods to examine the everyday influences on autonomy. It does so by providing nine
K-2 teachers of similar years of experience the time and space necessary to share their
experiences and perceptions of their professional autonomy. Its goal is to generate stories that
offer sharper more poignant insights for better understanding and addressing the myriad factors
influencing teachers’ job satisfaction and, ultimately, attrition rates.

33
Chapter 3: Methodology
In this chapter, details pertaining to the methodology for this research will be explained.
The rationale for the research approach, basic interpretive qualitative research, and a rationale for
using a three-part interview process will be discussed. Then, the recruitment of participants and
the research setting will be described. Data collection will be explained, including methods of
analysis and strategies to enhance the overall validity of the research design and study findings.
Finally, an examination of the limitations and delimitations of this research study are discussed.
Rationale for Qualitative Research Design
Qualitative research was the method of choice for this study because it has traditionally
been drawn on to “understand how people interpret their experiences” (Merriam, 2016, p.6). This
methodological approach provided strategies and tools for obtaining insights into human
experiences and how individuals make-meaning of events and relationships with others that take
place int their daily lives. In particular, I asked teachers to tell me their stories. A qualitative
research design offers room to consider contextual and cultural factors in a natural setting. Nine
teachers from eight different schools in six different districts participated. A qualitative research
design allows me to understand a broader range of daily experiences that teachers face, and the
nuances of each teachers’ experiences became apparent through the stories they shared.
Merriam and Grenier (2019) define basic interpretive qualitative research design as one
of the generic approaches to qualitative inquiry. I chose this specific approach because it
emphasizes the process to gain an understanding of how participants make meaning of their
situation. According to Merriam and Grenier, researchers conducting a basic interpretive study
would be interested in a) how people interpret their experiences, b) how they construct their
worlds, and c) what meanings they attribute to their experiences (2019, p.38).
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This basic interpretive qualitative study used interviews to bring to light the meaning and
interpretation of the participants’ perspectives (Merriam, 2004). The thick and descriptive data
that was generated tells the stories of nine teachers as they uncovered the factors that influence
their perceptions and how those perceptions play out in their professional life. This method of
research was used because most previous studies of teacher autonomy employed quantitative
methods, which focus on large sample sizes to aggregate data to determine trends across a large
population of teachers. Qualitative research can work with these data trends to create a fuller
picture.
Examples of studies of teacher autonomy find that it is often measured and compared
using instruments dependent on various Likert scales found in the Schools and Staffing Survey,
School Value Scale, Locus of Control, Teacher Work-Autonomy Scale (TWA), and the Teacher
as Social Context Questionnaire (Oberfield, 2016; Prichard & Moore, 2016; Shen et al., 2015;
Tadic, 2015; Vansteenkiste et al., 2012; Wu, 2015). Several studies used independently created
questionnaires with Likert scales (Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 2012; Heck & Marcoulides,
1996; Katz & Coleman, 2005; Strong & Yoshida, 2014; Vansteenkiste et al., 2012). The debate
over the use of the Likert scale has been argued for over 50 years (Carifio & Perla, 2008). It has
been determined that the most common, the Teacher Autonomy Scale, is sound (Pearson & Hall,
1993; Pearson & Moomaw, 2006). However, autonomy as a concept examined through
questionnaires may only touch the surface without digging deeper into the complexities of this
multi-faceted concept. As Chapter 2 illustrated, autonomy in relationship to teaching is a
complicated practice because it has a full ecosystem of influences. With so many variables and
uncertainties in teachers’ perceptions, measuring and quantifying data on autonomy raises the
question as to whether questionnaires can capture the complexity of this concept and indicates
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the lack of richness and accuracy of such measures (Carifio & Perla, 2008; Wheatly, 2005;
Wyatt, 2015).
Those who have closely studied the literature on teacher autonomy will know that there is
a call for more finely tuned research reflecting on daily instructional practice (Klassen et al.,
2011). Studying the day-to-day practice of a teacher as it relates to autonomy has the potential to
generate a richer, more powerful and nuanced sense of teachers’ understanding of and experience
with autonomy without resorting to a Likert scale for data collection and analysis (Carifio &
Perla, 2008).
Research Sample and Sources of Data
This study solicited participation from a heterogeneous sampling of nine suburban,
public-school teachers in Illinois. To secure a heterogeneous sample, random suburban school
superintendents and district principals were sent a letter explaining the research. The schools
were chosen from my professional network of educators, but I had no personal or professional
relationships with any of the participants. The letter also served as a request to share the
information letter with teachers who fit the criteria. Appendix A is the information sheet for
participation in the research study. I received requests from 12 teachers but three did not fit the
criteria. While it was coincidental that participating teachers were represented at least twice in
each grade-level, this contributed to richer data.
To further enrich the data, the study used the School Report Card to explore the
participating districts’ per-pupil spending, median incomes and enrollment trends. It was random
that the participants were employed by six districts with a per-pupil spending range of $9,100$25,000. Also, according to the School Report Cards, the districts the participants served were
comprised of predominantly White families with the median household income ranging from
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$65,000 to $174,000 (according to the Department of Numbers in the state of Illinois, the median
household income in 2019 was $65,000).
To be a participant, teachers needed to have a state-issued teaching license: currently
teach in a kindergarten, first-grade, or second-grade classroom; and have about 5 to 10 years of
teaching experience. Lynn (2002) recognized the 5-year mark as the second phase of a teaching
career. Therefore, the tenure of the teachers was important because the teacher is typically fully
socialized into the profession at that point in their career trajectory. By 5 years, teachers have
become acclimated to the particular school and the culture of the community that the school
serves. The teachers in this stage clearly know and can articulate both the community’s and
school’s expectations for how each classroom should operate (e.g., daily instructional flow,
curriculum pacing and sequencing). Additionally, a teacher with at least 5 years of experience is
considered “stable and confident” (Lynn, 2002). Such teachers will be more adept at speaking
about professional experiences with secure knowledge, as well as be able to maintain their focus
on how students behave and perform. Fiarman (2017) posits that teachers at this stage of
professional development may be more interested in participating in this type of research
because they naturally desire to assume more responsibilities outside their classroom or
instructional day, including leadership roles and opportunities for gaining influence beyond their
classroom doors. Fiarman’s and Lynn’s research examining tenured teachers’ virtues was
considered to set the criteria of teacher participants in this study. Thus, I selected teachers close
to or within the range of about 5 to 10 years of teaching experience. I was able to secure nine
primary (kindergarten, first- or second-grade) teachers ranging in years of experience from 4 to
15 years. The mean years of experience was 8.1 years. While the age of the teachers was not
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necessarily important to this study and was not always recorded, the age range can be assumed to
be from approximately late 20s to late 40s.
The field of elementary education is saturated with women teachers (IES: NCES, 2020).
Only 11% of elementary teachers are male and most of them are in the upper elementary, or
grades six through eight (Drudy, 2008). Although it was another random coincidence, this
research conveniently matched the percentage of male teachers to female teachers in elementary
schools of the United States (11%). While the discussion of male teachers in the primary grades
(kindergarten through third grade) is an avenue some scholars are exploring, this research did not
factor in the possible influence of gender as part of the data.
This research also did not factor in the possible influences of teacher’s race. According to
Characteristics of Public School Teachers 2019, 80% of teachers in the United States were White
(IES, NCES) The participants of this research all identified as White. The Learning Policy
Institute (2018c) has highlighted the benefits of a more diverse teaching staff which include
benefits to student achievement and improved working conditions. Therefore, all teachers’
autonomy may be influenced by working with a more diverse staff. These considerations were
not taken into account during the design or analysis of this research.
The teachers were purposely chosen from the primary grades of kindergarten (2), first (4)
and second (3) to sample the experiences of an underreached teacher population, those working
in the kindergarten through second grades (Appendix B). These grade levels were chosen
because of the rapidly changing landscape of early elementary education. Haslip and Gullo
(2018) expound upon the specifics of a holistic focus for our early learners and the widely
accepted pedagogy aligned to children’s development. Graue et al. (2015) notes the trend
moving away from the indispensable feature of curriculum rich play-based experiences centered
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on student interests and concrete activities. Instead, the trend has moved to standards
emphasizing more academic preparation in literacy, numeracy and accountability (Haslip &
Gullo, 2018; NAEYC, 2015). Current research has provided a better understanding of the
tension’s early childhood teachers feel which frustrates their ability to feel successful (i.e.,
assessments that do not align to the ways children learn and restrictive teaching methods)
(Graue, 2015; Haslip and Gullo, 2018; Rom & Eyal, 2019). This research answers their call for
more rigorous research in response to the dynamic changing trends affecting these specific grade
levels.
Research Setting
The data reported here were collected from nine kindergarten, first-, and second-grade
teachers who teach across eight suburban public elementary schools. According to the local
planning map, all of the nine teachers were employed by districts that are located in communities
identified as suburbs in Illinois. The map depicting these teachers’ location is not included to
keep the identities of the participants private. With the exception of one district, the districts of
the teacher participants have been serving mostly White communities for the last 20 years
(Appendix C). However, the School Report Cards from 2000, 2010, and 2019 indicate all these
schools’ student populations had a decrease in their proportion of White student enrollment, with
a gradual increase in students identifying as Black and/or Hispanic. The difference in White
student enrollment compared to Black and/or Hispanic student enrollment ranged from 10-36%,
excluding one anomaly. According to current data, in one school, the Asian/Pacific Islander
students (56%) significantly outnumbered White students (32%) and changed the population
from 80% White in 2000 to 32%White in 2018. Several of the schools have also seen a notable
enrollment increase of low-income students over the past 20 years. The difference is most
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notable in the last 10 years for five of the schools, with a significant change from 2010-2015
(refer to Appendix C).
Drawing participants from different school settings helped to create richer data due to the
variation of participants in the sample (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). For example, only two
participants worked in the same school and three worked for the same district, while all the
others worked in separate schools and districts. This also allowed for a variety of perspectives to
be heard and for thicker data to be gathered. The variety of participants and their work
environments also created richer responses in relation to the research questions and lent more
credibility to the final assumptions (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). None of the schools or districts
represented in the sample are considered schools or districts with a large percentage of students
at risk for failure, but several had a notable low-income percentage of students as illustrated in
Appendix C.
Data Collection Methods
DePaul University IRB approval was received prior to starting the research. After
approval, an Information Letter (Appendix A) was shared with several teachers and principals
within my personal network including six different school districts in the suburbs of a
midwestern city in Illinois. Those gatekeepers were asked to share my letter of information with
teachers they knew serving kindergarten, first or second grade. The letter explained my position
as a doctoral candidate seeking to do research on teacher autonomy. After receiving 11 email
messages from interested volunteers I responded to each one by email to clarify any questions
and secure permission for the study. We also scheduled the first interview to begin the data
collection process. Two participants did not meet the criteria because they had been teaching for
over 20 years. They were not included in the data but served as practice participants at the
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beginning of the data collection process.
All interviews were conducted in places chosen by the participants. Most interviews were
conducted in a local library, restaurant, or coffee shop. Two principals graciously offered the
flexibility of interviewing two participants during the school day and the teachers preferred this
option. Two participants did two of the three interviews after school in their classrooms and two
participants did one interview using an online video chat service. Each participant was prompted
with a series of questions with very little variance. However, a variety of impromptu clarifying
questions were also used as needed during each interview.
Although the intention of my interview constituted a “conversation with a purpose”
(Dexter, 1970 as cited in Merriam, 2016, p.108), interview questions served as a guide to elicit
answers to the research focus. Seidman (2019) suggests a three-interview method with specific,
varying purposes (p.21):
1.Establish context of a person’s experiences.
2.Encourage participants to reconstruct the details of their experiences within the context
in which it occurs.
3.Encourage participants to reflect on the meaning their experiences hold for them.
I chose Seidman’s method of three interviews because the first interview was intended to elicit
data as to why the participants became teachers and the background experiences that brought
them to their decisions. The second interview was designed to allow the participant time to put
details behind their teaching experiences in their work setting. In the third interview participants
were encouraged to add clarifying factors to their shared experiences and address the emotional
and intellectual connections between their life and work.
The three-interview method also aligned well with the three tenets of basic interpretive
qualitative study (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). In the first tenet Merriam and Grenier suggest
finding how people interpret their experiences while Seidman’s (2019) first tenet of interviewing
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suggests establishing the context of a person’s experiences. Therefore, the first interview was
developed to create a more comfortable rapport with each participant while learning about their
personal experiences and their rationale for becoming a teacher. Merriam and Grenier’s second
tenet suggest an understanding of how the person constructs their world(s). Seidman’s second
tenet encourages participants to reconstruct the details of their experiences within the context in
which they occur. Therefore, the second interviews allowed for more time for the participants to
learn and share details about their experiences within their current setting and the influences on
their autonomy. Finally, the third tenet that Merriam and Grenier discuss encourages participants
to reflect on the meanings their experiences hold for them. Seidmans’ third tenet encourages an
understanding of what meanings the person attributes to their experiences. Therefore, in my last
and third interview, I was able to discover how the teachers’ experiences influenced their
perceptions of autonomy and how those perceptions related to their daily instructional decisions.
Following Seidman’s suggestion, the three interviews supported each other and were structured
to dive deeper into the participants’ perceptions at each meeting. Each interview built upon the
previous interview and lead to more complex questions (Appendix D). Additionally, I chose this
interview method because it allowed me more time to scaffold my questioning and build a
stronger relationship with the participants.
After each participant’s first interview, an agreed-upon interview schedule was created
with 3 to 7 days between each individual interview. Allowing for time between each interview
gave the participants (and me) time to ponder the questions from the previous interview and
perhaps add to previous conversations to build richer data. At each interview, I came up with
follow-up questions. It was not unusual for some participants to have follow-up thoughts or new
insights to share with me. Their follow-up would typically start with, “I was thinking about the
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last time we talked…” or “I wrote down something that came to me and I wanted to share it with
you.” The three-interview approach appeared to be the most conducive system to allow for
participants to reflect in anticipation of our next interview.
I took time to review the notes and recording of each interview and then returned on the
agreed-upon date and time to complete the subsequent interview. Most interviews started on
random days requiring a total of about 6 weeks to complete all the interviews. There were no
more than 7 days between the first and second interview of each participant. This interval gave
me time to process and prepare for the subsequent interview. Also, this break between interviews
was planned with the intention of creating the least amount of disruption to the teachers’
professional and private schedules while still maintaining their interest in the research. The third
and final interview was conducted approximately 3 weeks after the first interview was
completed. After each interview, I transcribed the conversations and used pseudonyms to protect
the participants' anonymity.
Out of respect for the participants’ time and schedules, each participant was guaranteed a
90-minute limit for each of the three interviews; this guarantee was met with success. The time
was structured to have a beginning, middle and end point, as suggested by Seidman (2019). As
stated in Seidman, “interviewing is both a research methodology and a social relationship that
must be nurtured, sustained and then ended gracefully” (p.97). At the end of my relationship with
my participants, I am confident they felt satisfied that their stories were heard and would be
reported with dignity. One participant summed up a common sentiment:
“I so appreciated our interviews. I know I said it to you already, but I really enjoyed the
conversational space. You allowed me to discuss ideas and thoughts with you that I don’t
typically get to talk about. I really admire the work you are doing!” (Elise)

43
Data Analysis
This study draws on data analysis methods typical of the basic interpretive qualitative
approach loosely derived from what Bloomberg and Volpe (2016) define as an inductive datadriven analysis approach. The process of coding was used to carefully analyze the interview
transcripts. First, there was a close reading of the data to assign words or phrases as descriptions
(codes) to manageable groupings or clusters of data (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Codes were
clustered into categories based on emerging patterns or overlapping codes. Categories were then
clustered from which themes emerged that linked back to the main research questions guiding
the overall study (Ravitch & Carl, 2016; Seidman, 2019). Finally, the research findings were
examined in relation to the existing scholarship and the study’s anchoring conceptual framework.
Trustworthiness
To create meaningful data analysis that is responsive to my research purpose and
conceptually congruent (Merriam, 2019), I adhered to rigorous guidelines. Commonly accepted
concepts for assessing validity in qualitative research include credibility, confirmability and
dependability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These three concepts have
overlapping considerations yet together they offer a purposeful utility in the process of ensuring
rigor and safeguarding the validity of a qualitative research study.
Credibility
Credibility refers to the match of the participants’ perceptions to the portrayal created by
the researcher. Credibility asks the question, did the researcher accurately represent the thoughts,
feelings, and words of the participant (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016)?
I used several strategies to increase the credibility of this study. First, to assure that the
transcripts were accurate, participants were given the opportunity to engage in member checking

44
by reading their transcripts. Only one participant took advantage of this opportunity and did not
report any discrepancies. Second, a three-interview method helped to foster authenticity between
the researcher and participants. Bloomberg and Volpe (2016) note that prolonged involvement
facilitates a more in-depth understanding for subject and researcher alike. I devoted
approximately 6 weeks to completing all the interviews (27 interviews in total), with each
interview lasting at least 1 hour. Giving this amount of time to participants and myself ensured
we all increased the depth in each teacher’s reported experiences. Third, my research questions
were carefully designed to guide the interview process, though there were times when the
questions took me to an unexpected place. I allowed for a free flow of open dialogue while still
piloting the interview to foster the potential for unexpected data to emerge. Sometimes I would
reiterate a participant’s thoughts to be sure I was accurate in my understanding of what they had
reported.
In planning and executing my study, I kept certain ethical considerations in
mind. To guarantee the participants a safe place to share their perceptions, all transcripts were
created with pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants and their school affiliations.
All participants were asked permission to record their interviews before each session and
instructed to ask for a break at any time. I explained orally and in writing that participants had
the right to disengage from the study at any time. I also made sure that none of the participants
had any professional or private relationship to me.
Finally, to guide the way in which I conducted my interviews, I used qualitative methods
as developed by many leading authorities such as Bloomberg and Volpe (2016), Ravitch and
Carl (2016) and Roller and Lavrakas (2015). The expertise of Merriam (2004) helped to guide
the methods of this basic interpretive study, while the scholarship of Seidman (2019) guided my
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interview process. With their collective advice and insights these experts have served to assure a
more credible method of collecting and analyzing the data.
Confirmability and Dependability
Confirmability and dependability are closely related to credibility but stipulate that “the
implication is that the findings are the result of the research, rather than an outcome of the biases
and subjectivity of the researcher” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, p.177). A reflexive journal was
maintained in order to monitor my own biases capturing my immediate stream of consciousness
during and after conducting an interview. I used this journal after most of the interview were
completed to jot down my initial thoughts. It was also used to review the last interview to assist
in the construction of clarifying questions before each new interview.
For instance, during the first couple of interviews I noticed my own “administrative”
subjectivity creeping into my stream of consciousness. I caught myself thinking, “I have known
teachers like you,” or “I bet you don’t really understand the entire story.” I noted in my journal
the need to be aware of putting teachers in a silo. After becoming mindful of this bias, I was able
to complete the other interviews with a more confident and open mind and could listen to the
participants’ perceptions without judgment. Within my journal, I also noted the need to recast
some of the interview questions posed to one participant who claimed very high autonomy. It
became clear to me that my interview questions were presuming teachers would report little to
no autonomy. This was also my last set of interviews, so I was able to present questions with less
bias.
Between interviews I privately listened to each recording and created clarifying questions
to present to participants in future interviews. These notes were used to review or judge the
quality of the data gathered and provide more details about what was actually happening during
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the research (Roller & Lavrakas, 2015). I pursued conversations with a critical partner and my
dissertation committee to engage in a more thoughtful and deliberate process of reflexivity
(Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Additionally, I have gained a deep understanding and in-depth
knowledge of the literature as presented within to help frame my questions and justify my
methodological approach.
Transferability
Transferability refers to the ability to transfer results from one study to the next.
Qualitative researchers do not seek to make generalizations that can be applied to all settings.
Therefore, transferability refers to the ability to connect the content reported with other studies
conducted in settings with similar characteristics. The researcher as well as the reader must
recognize the findings as persuasive, but not necessarily conclusive and find them to be relatable
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
One approach to assuring transferability is to report thick descriptions. I provide detailed
information about my study’s context and the backgrounds of the participants as well as their
work environments, in addition to the detailed data collected and presented in support of
emergent themes. Recording the perceptions of nine teachers creates rich data and give readers a
chance to connect to the participants’ experiences.
Limitations and Delimitations
The limitations of this research include the fact that data collection was restricted to include
only participant interviews. The data does not include observations. It is possible that the
gathering of such data would have allowed for further insight into the daily routines of the
teachers and enhanced data and analysis.
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There was also a limitation in the size of the sample group. There were only nine teachers
interviewed. A larger group would have necessitated a more labor-intensive approach and made
it difficult to meet the time expectations of the dissertation process. Although more participants
could potentially provide a richer set of data, this sample was limited to a small group. It serves
as a living example of teachers’ perceptions of their autonomy and exemplifies some of the
constructs that might interfere with or enhance the realization of positive perceptions of
autonomy and ultimately instructional decisions.
Furthermore, the sample was coincidentally comprised of one White male and eight White
female teachers. The teachers’ perceived cultural identities may interact with individual
perceptions of autonomy in particular settings (Drudy, 2008; Meihami et al., 2019). Therefore,
the absence of a more diverse sample could impact the generalizability of the data analysis.
Delimitations of this research included the criteria of the sample. This sample was
purposely limited to teachers of kindergarten, first, and second grades (K-2). However, I noticed
during my search for autonomy-related research that most of the research was generalized to
include elementary teachers or all teachers (kindergarten-high school). There is research focused
on primary teachers’ autonomy as it relates to curriculum, but recent autonomy research focused
on teachers servicing primary students was very limited. This study helps fill that gap.
A second delimitation can be seen in the choice to include only teachers from suburban
schools and exclude teachers employed by the nearest big city in this midwestern area. They
represent six different suburbs. Gill et al. (2016) reports on how suburban school are
experiencing new challenges in teaching their changing demographics. These challenges include
but are not limited to the influx of racial-and ethnic-minority students (e.g., immigrants,
refugees, English language learners) and more students of poverty. Gill et al., (2016) describe the
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additional financial stress the students place upon the school systems. They also detail the need
for teachers to become differently prepared so they can create a successful learning environment
that meet these new challenges. Community politics can also impact the school system
depending on the decisions the community leaders make to prioritize spending on issues that
impact any disadvantaged students. Therefore, this study intentionally selected suburban teachers
to elicit how the new challenges for suburban teachers within current neoliberal reforms are
influencing their autonomy and work conditions.
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Chapter 4: Findings
This chapter will describe the participants’ perceptions of their autonomy as it relates to
their professional experiences. Their stories will reveal the reported influences that impact these
teachers’ daily instructional decision-making and uncover factors that affect teacher autonomy,
from internal school or personal influences to broader external realities.
Specifically, these enquiries will answer the study’s main questions:
1. How do kindergarten, first-, and second-grade teachers define their professional
autonomy?
2. How do these teachers’ perceptions of their professional autonomy
influence (i.e., motivate or impede) their daily instructional decisions?
The study’s sub questions also are addressed:
1. How do teachers perceive the role of their autonomy in their everyday
professional experiences?
2. Which professional experiences and external and internal factors do teachers
identify as shaping their perceptions of autonomy?

These questions were used to guide the interviews with participants. After completing the
interview process, the interviews were carefully analyzed in terms of three emergent themes:
Teacher Agency, School Ethos, and Policy and Accountability. The themes presented here
reflect common ideas that recurred within and across the data. These themes were found within
the shared accounting of nine participants’ experiences as influencing their definitions of
professional autonomy. Excerpts from the interviews will provide evidence of each of the three
themes. The interconnectedness of the themes will be discussed in Chapter 5.
The first theme to emerge, Teacher Agency, describes much of the teachers’ foundation
for their professional definitions of autonomy and their self-efficacy. It includes experiences
from their past that shape their current work. It also addresses the internal and personal factors
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that shape their perceptions exemplified by how they define themselves as a teacher and
including their ethical role as a teacher and their determination to be their best professional self.
This professional tenacity is also reflected in their educational philosophies and their
commitment to primary-level education. Teacher Agency will also address the teachers’
perceptions of their professional value and professional autonomy in relation to their professional
experiences within their working environment.
The second theme, School Ethos, is regarded as “the tone, spirit or sentiment informing
an identifiable entity involving human life and interaction” (Donnelly, 2000, p.134). In this
research, Donnelly’s definition is used to focus on the context of the schools in which the
participants serve and how these everyday contexts influence their perceptions of professional
autonomy. School Ethos is also experiential and has the potential to be shaped by a faculty’s
influence (Donnelly, 2000). For the purpose of this study, School Ethos is understood as the
culture, norms, and expectations influenced by human connectedness and what those in-school
connections bring to these participating teachers’ sense of professional autonomy. Relationships
between colleagues, including team members, administrators and the communities they serve,
will be described.
The third theme, Policies and Accountability, is expressed as the place-bound school
expectations for teachers that are derived from sources of influence beyond the school such as
district or state policies. In short, policy is understood as the district’s or state’s response to a
need or to the perception of a need which is outlined to form a solution (OECD, 2017). Policy is
initiated from laws coming from the federal and state levels from issues that need to be addressed
at a district level. Policy is what comes as the answer to the concern.
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Accountability comes from the long history of how we define school success in the
United States public school system. As of December 2015, schools have been working to ensure
principles for accountability as outlined in Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (DarlingHammond et al., 2016). ESSA was created in part to refocus accountability efforts after learning
that relying solely on test scores as a measure for school effectiveness was not always relevant.
Despite efforts to move to a more holistic approach, standardized tests remain an important
indicator of school effectiveness (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2016). Moreover, accountability is
the understanding that high-quality educational programing will improve children’s life
trajectories (Yoshikawa et al., 2013). Assessment and accountability pressures, commitment to
the curriculum and standards, in addition to mandates and levels of resources to support diverse
learners will be reported to illustrate their influence on teachers’ autonomy.
Theme 1: Teacher Agency
Teacher Agency is related to the internal influences that impact the teachers’ function and
actions as a teacher. To understand how teachers view themselves as autonomous, their personal
motivations, perceived sense of professional value, educational purpose and perceptions of
empowerment will be examined in this theme. This discussion will include examples of how
these participants construct motivation which can include motivations that reflect their personal
characteristics and what triggers their actions as teachers.
Professional value is the participants’ perceived internal value based in the actions or
feedback of others within their professional environment. In the following examples teachers
share experiences of when they felt their professional competencies were either infringed upon
or appreciated and how that feedback may influence their perceptions of professional value. To
explain the rationale for teachers perceived sense of value the Power to the Profession standards
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and competencies will be used as a guide (NAEYC, 2020). Power to the Profession is a revision
of the existing standards and competencies for early childhood educators created by the task
force. Their revisions are the nationally agreed-upon professional competencies of early
childhood teachers’ knowledge, understanding, abilities and skills. A teachers’ sense of selfefficacy and motivation can be influenced when these competencies are brought to the forefront
of a teacher’s professional experience and will reflect back upon their perceptions of autonomy.
Teacher Agency is also heard in participants examples of their understanding of their
educational purpose and personal awareness of professional competency giving them motivation
to act in agentic ways. Teachers’ educational purpose reflects the participants’ reasons for
teaching, setting goals for their students while giving value to their work.
Motivations for Becoming a Teacher
All participants shared their intrinsic motivations for becoming teachers. Charlee and
Amy became teachers after completing non-education undergraduate degrees and returning for a
master’s degree in education. Charlee shared his story of choosing a second career as a teacher
after working for 2 years outside the field:
My undergrad is in journalism…. I had worked in an after-school program as my side job
in college for extra money. I really loved working with the kids, but it wasn’t my major,
so I put it on the backburner in the back of my mind. When I graduated, I spent two years
working in [communications] …I loved learning new things everyday…but I kept
thinking about the kids and how rewarding it was, how challenging it was, and how much
fun it was.
Amy’s first career was located in the city as a secretary and after staying home to
raise her children she decided to return to college for a degree in elementary education. She
commented: “I knew I wanted to be a teacher. I volunteered a lot in the schools and always loved
the kids. I just thought, oh I love it here. So, I went back to school.” They both revealed a strong
desire to leave their first vocational choice to answer their internal call to become a teacher.
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Elise, Olivia, Natalie, Courtney, Caitlin, Allory, and Jillian all expressed an interest in
becoming teachers since they were children. They all talked about their childhood games of
pretend, playing school and taking on the role of the teacher. All seven said, “I’ve always wanted
to be a teacher.” Many of them talked about taking home extra work home from their own
childhood schools to use as work for their imaginary schools. Courtney laughed, “I had a dry
erase board…I mean, I had every teacher thing under the sun that you can imagine, gift cards to
the teacher store…it was my dream.” All of the participants were motivated to eventually make
their dreams a reality.
The participants’ intrinsic motivation to stay in the primary grades for the duration of
their careers was also apparent. Elise, Olivia, Natalie, Amy, Courtney, Allory, and Jillian shared
that they were not interested in teaching students outside the kindergarten, first, second or third
grades. I asked Jillian if she would consider teaching at a different grade-level. Her response was
emphatic: “No, this is my gift.” Elise felt “joyfulness” in teaching primary-level students while
Jillian said, “I know these little people, it is where my heart lies.” They were motivated to work
in a space where they felt the most efficacious.
The motivations of these teachers were also influenced by the learning environments they
had experienced in life. Many shared how exemplary teachers from their past fostered their
intrinsic desires to meet high professional standards and to continuously strive to be better
teachers. Some considered these special teachers their mentors and role models. They talked
about these teachers with great respect:
I knew she was amazing, her classroom management, her relationships with children,
what I [learned] from her I could take it to any grade. (Amy)
I student taught with my kid’s first-grade teacher, I always thought she was the greatest
teacher and she is…I have [adopted] her philosophies. (Jillian)
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Courtney talked about her anxiety as a young girl and Natalie talked about how she suffered
from extreme shyness. They both recalled the teachers who made them feel comfortable at
school. Courtney remarked, “[I took from her] the compassion piece and really recognizing the
kids that can’t identify their anxiousness.” Natalie was determined to make the same “friendly,
welcoming environment” she experienced from a particular primary school teacher. The
situations of the teachers’ past experiences helped to define those internal factors that shaped
their agency.
An example of how teachers were motivated to be agentic professionals was found in
their desire to seek more professional knowledge by continuing to earn advanced degrees. Most
found time to finish a master’s degree. Charlee and Caitlin had both completed two master’s
degrees each. They talked about their desire to always learn. For example, Charlee was
fascinated by child development, brain research, and developmental psychology studies. All
participants reported a desire to stay current and continually improve their teaching skills. Jillian
spoke about maintaining a growth mindset, stating, “what are you doing to better yourself, what
are you doing to stretch yourself as a teacher, to reach these kids a little bit more?”
Teachers’ motivations were also exemplified in their constant quest to be the best teacher
possible. Most participants took time outside of their instructional days to be very involved with
school committees, such as curriculum committees, leadership (grade-level, district-level, or
principal advisory groups) and various afterschool clubs or organizations for students. Courtney
served on a social studies committee, Amy on a reading committee, and Charlee was studying a
new pedagogy with a team of teachers. Several were identified by their administration as teacher
leaders, which led to committee assignments. Amy, Elise, and Caitlin agreed to serve on
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leadership committees after their administrators asked them to join. Caitlin remarked about her
willingness to participate by observing, “I enjoy research, learning and reviewing new things.”
The actions of returning to school and serving on committees can be great influencers over their
opportunities to act with competency and with autonomy.
Professional Value
There were a variety of experiences shared exemplifying teachers perceived value as a
professional. All of their experiences can be drawn back to the professional standards and
competencies of early childhood educators. Specifically, Power to the Profession (2019) refers to
aligning all workforce supports with standards and competencies. It mentions a need to align the
workforce to support the standards in a call for appropriate legislative policies, financing,
leadership, induction/mentoring/coaching programs, working conditions, and professional
networks and associations (p.28). When the standards and competencies are brought to the
forefront of a teacher’s experience, they may be an influence on their sense of their professional
value.
Alignment to workforce supports were exemplified in the teacher’s perceptions of
professional value which was expressed in similar yet distinctly different ways by participants.
Most teachers felt valued because they received support in human and material resources from
their district, although there was variation in the amount that each teacher’s school offered.
Charlee, for example, felt fortunate to have had the opportunity to travel out of the state several
times to attend seminars across the country. Charlee’s district also sent teachers to other
countries to attend conferences. In some schools, such as Elise’s and Olivia’s, there was an
abundance of support staff, including curriculum researchers, as well as reading, math and
differentiation specialists. The other participants felt fortunate to have what might be more
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typical for the schools in their area such as a reading and math specialists, ELL teachers, speech
therapists, and a special education team (SpEd). Amy reflected:
I feel super blessed. I know a lot of teachers who teach for [other places] and I’m on a lot
of [teacher]Facebook pages. So, the resources here, I feel, are unbelievable. I feel like
any time any of our kids are struggling with anything...I have many people to go to.
They all agreed that the human resources in terms of teacher colleagues inside and
outside of their school left them feeling supported, but in some cases occasionally frustrated.
Allory, Amy, Courtney, Jillian, and Caitlin reported their feelings of low value, sensing they
were marginalized or disregarded based on the nature or degree of support they received. For
example, it was annoying to them if there weren’t enough specialists for all the students in need.
The lack of these specialists made their time with students and collaboration with other teachers
very limited. Caitlin told about the time she needed immediate support for a student but “there
wasn’t anyone available to respond.” Furthermore, it was demeaning to them if the specialists
were not responsive or disregarded their concerns, as heard from Allory: “I felt like, how can you
say all that when you only spend 30 minutes a week with this child? I spend at least 30 hours a
week with him! Have you heard what I am saying?” These experiences brought to question their
capabilities and supports needed to act professionally.
Teachers voiced several experiences harkening back to the early learning standards of
expecting professional support to bring teachers to mastery of the standards. For example,
teachers using their time outside of contractual time to complete their work was another common
frustration that left them feeling undervalued. Olivia, Natalie, Amy, Courtney, Caitlin, Allory,
and Jillian reported that their work-life balance was unbalanced because they spent much of their
own time preparing lessons, researching, or becoming familiar with new resources. In particular,
Allory had this to say:
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I feel like it has gotten harder, my husband says this should be getting easier. I know but
it is just getting harder, there is more paperwork, more things to learn. Like I went to a
PD on iPads and it was great, but have I done any of it? No! I need time to figure it out
and decide how to make it work for my classroom.
Additionally, Caitlin and Courtney were frustrated because there was an expectation from
their administration to meet with teachers across the district, but on their own time and without
pay. Natalie, Amy, Courtney, Caitlin, Allory, and Jillian described having insufficient time for
planning, professional development or training. In particular, Caitlin shared:
I find it hard to separate school and work. So, a lot of my time, a sizable amount of time
is spent researching… [if] a student is struggling I will spend a lot of time outside of
school researching to help me in the classroom. If I have time, I will do some of it
[planning] at school, but usually it all goes home, and I have to do it there.
Similarly, Amy expressed this image: “Just ask them, my family thinks I live at school.”
Yet others, like Charlee, felt their planning time was sufficient and their work-life
balance was in check:
I have gotten better over the last couple of years. I was terrified that I was going to screw
up. I was focusing heavily on everything [about] school at the expense of my mental and
physical well-being. I have learned to let go and really be okay with closing my computer
at 5 o’clock. I’m not on call, I’m not a doctor, I have a family, I have a life, I need to take
care of myself. My classroom hasn’t suffered, and I haven’t been fired. In fact, my
principal is leading the charge.
The participants also measured their professional value by their school administrators’
expectations. The standards call for leadership that supports and understands the needs of early
childhood students and the distinct necessities to teach them. In some schools there was a
steadfast administrative expectation to use the material resources purchased by the district to
support curriculum and instruction. It should be noted that most of the teachers reported their
material resources as their curriculum; therefore, they used the two terms interchangeably. The
following quotes illustrate the most extreme expectations to the most flexible: Courtney reported
with anger, “it was every page needs to be done, don’t deviate from it, it has to be done.…”
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Natalie was indignant, “But this is the way we are expected to do the curriculum with fidelity. So
that’s what we do.” And others had these things to say:
I feel a push from the district to use the resources and that of course pulls on my
autonomy. I feel limited, like if I try something different, I am solely accountable for it.
(Jillian)
I have all the resources if I wanted them, I have all the resources that I use, but I also feel
comfortable that if I feel the class going this way, I’ll go that way. I feel comfortable in
myself to ebb and flow. (Olivia)
...we were given Lucy Calkins curriculum, I never opened it once. So, they [the district]
bought all this stuff for us and...at the same time they [the district administrators] know
that you’re not really gonna do this…and that’s okay. (Charlee)
Courtney shared frustrations over feeling high value that quickly turned to feeling devalued:
...and we felt great, she [the administrator] was in our corner, she was great, she heard us
and she was like, I am here to help you, if you feel this is best, this is what we are going
to do. Is this your concern, you know let’s roll with it. Then to come into the following
year and be told, nope, that is not the way we are going to do it. To feel like you make a
decision, and then have it swept out from under your feet, that autonomy piece gets taken
away.
These relationships and expectations also align with standards pertaining to an educator’s
autonomy and their ability to use their knowledge of child development and learning to create a
community of learners.
Surprisingly, the participants made it clear that the interviews and participating in the
research brought them value. Caitlin shared her final reflections with me: “no one really ever
asks me. Just sitting down and thinking about these things gave me a new perspective, it was
nice.” Natalie admitted, “I want to see a change in education, and I know you are working to
help make those changes, I wanted to be a part of this, thanks.” Amy laughed when she said, “I
think it was great, I don’t know if I helped but I think it made me a better teacher, so that’s
good.” And Allory said, “I’m not sure anyone is listening. Thank you for hearing me.” The
participants seemed to be grateful and found value in participating in this research and having an
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opportunity to have their opinions heard. Experiences of professional value were varied among
the participants. Their sense of purpose seemed to be much more unified.
Teachers’ Sense of Educational Purpose
All of the teachers spoke with great passion and, at times, emotion when asked about
their purpose and the goals they set for their students. This was revealed when they shared
thoughts about their educational philosophies, reasons to teach, and their commitment to a
greater cause. As primary teachers they all used nearly the same words, but Allory summed it up
best:
... it’s about the feeling of connection to my students that gives them a power of
happiness for learning, so they take more risks, they are not afraid, they feel confident…[it’s]
really more than teaching them the curriculum.
Olivia noted:
[I want them to] leave my classroom feeling confident, happier and more prepared for the
world. I give my students a lot of confidence in themselves. I give them lots of
opportunities to get to know themselves and feel proud of themselves…
Many spoke about their professional responsibilities for creating a learning environment too.
Elise captured it well: “I strive to come into my room every day to provide a safe environment,
emotionally safe and physically safe. An environment where kids feel supported.” These
experiences are examples of the underpinnings of the participants beliefs that will support their
need for autonomy.
When their purpose was diminished their agentic enthusiasm also ebbed. This was
exemplified when they reported being forced to teach curricula they did not deem a good fit for
their students. Jillian shared her frustrations:
…you get stuck with a classroom running like little army people. That is not what I want
it to be or my vision or what is in my heart...they will learn exactly what we need them to
learn, I can do that but then all of a sudden you are the drill sergeant and it’s like, wait a

60
minute, where did you [I] go? So, I’m frustrated because I think it is hard for them [the
students].
Caitlin felt sharing the work of building a curriculum with colleagues could create a more
suitable fit for her students: “[I] feel like it would make more sense, because sometimes when we
have these packaged curriculums, we feel like things don’t go together very well.” Allory shared
her uncertainties which undermined her purpose: “new curriculum keeps coming in and I’m not
sure the view is clear of what we should be doing...do you want me to just be hitting the
standards?” In contrast, Charlee enjoyed teaching from the district’s unique curriculum: “we
create our own living working document.” These experiences undermined their ability to fulfill
their educational purpose.
Teachers also expressed their educational purpose as having a social-emotional learning
component:
They [children] need to be proficient in basic skills to have a number of different jobs but
there is more of a societal outlook. They need to be in schools so they have experience
becoming empathic, experience learning alongside kids that are different than they are to
make them compassionate human beings...I think a lot of these kids just need to be in a
nurturing, caring environment so that they can flourish later when they are ready…I
would like all my kids to carry with them curiosity, compassion, empathy and
communication. Learning how to communicate with peers, it doesn’t matter if you are
good at academics, if you don’t have communication skills and you don’t have empathy
and you’re not curious, what is all that information good for? (Charlee)
Amy described it like this: “Well, empowering every student to flourish which speaks to that
developmental approach, if you aren’t ready to read in kindergarten you will read in first grade,
we will focus on this stuff for now.” And Allory reflected:
It is multifaceted. It’s not just education, I mean, we’re talking socially, emotionally, you
know, who you are as a little person to others. Growing and showing their character. And
it’s really about connectiveness [students to teachers] and making it a safe place to grow.
All of the participants had strong opinions about their educational purpose and philosophies of
education: fostering environments where students feel supported and happy and with an
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understanding that learning includes a hidden curriculum thus creating a broad and robust
learning environment. They recognized the frustrations that sometimes blur their visions and
block their path to a more holistic learning environment.
Empowerment
Teacher Agency also included the teachers’ overall perceptions of their professional
empowerment. Empowerment is defined in this section as gaining knowledge, finding a voice,
and having choice and control over one’s environment (i.e., classroom practices and creating
networks of support) (Dierking & Fox, 2012). Empowerment can lead to predictors of teachers’
perceptions of autonomy.
The differences between participants’ responses ranged from feeling strong frustration
focused on their perceptions of empowerment to minor frustration:
I think that at times it is a top-down approach, and it is this way or no way. There is no
room, sometimes for discussion of what is working and what is not. And that leaves its
impact on all of us…(Courtney)
I feel very empowered to make decisions for my classroom. I think of it as very high, but
that might be because I came from a school that I had such low autonomy, so that is a
drastic difference, so maybe I would say it differently if I didn’t have that experience.
(Olivia)
Olivia and Courtney expressed very different experiences of control over their decision
making.
Teachers also discussed specific moments during their day or particular activities that
brought them a sense of great empowerment. Elise discussed knowing how to find her footing:
I think understanding how to appease leadership and understand what leadership is asking
of you, while still maintaining what you believe in and what you want to do for your
classroom and for your students.
It appeared Elise determined the amount of control she could take within the confines of
leadership expectations.

62
In this theme, Teacher Agency, the data revealed differences in teachers’ environments
and personal experiences that influenced their autonomy. It also considered the participants’
overall perceptions of their empowerment as teachers. The examples clearly exemplify their
intrinsic desires to join the profession, commitment to their craft, and practice their educational
philosophies. Most of these data were similar in all participants' stories. However, through
examining teachers’ expressed sense of professional value as compared to the national standards
and competencies, a wide range of perceptions became obvious. This was represented in
examples of work and home balance as well as the use of resources (both human and material)
available to them.
Theme 2: School Ethos
The range of perceptions noted in Teacher Agency are also noticed in the second theme,
School Ethos. The data in School Ethos will refer to the tone of the working environment of the
school detected through professional interactions. Therefore, it is part of the human collective
within their school that may have influences on a teacher’s ability to act autonomously.
Educational scholars recognize that principals play a vital role in setting the tone for the school
cultivated in part through the relationships they develop with their teachers (Davis et al., 2005;
NAEYC, 2020; Ross & Cozzens, 2016). In turn, the relationships teachers have with each other,
the families, and communities they serve are all contributing factors to the work environment
(NAEYC, 2020). The data was revealed through examining patterns in reported perceptions of
relationships embedded within their schools.
The teachers’ relationships with the most veteran teachers at their respective schools were
a common source of frustration identified by all participants. Veteran teachers are considered
close to their retirement age, having served the profession for a minimum of 20 years (Carrillo &
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Flores, 2018). The participants described the veterans as having 20 or more years of experience
and employed by the same district or school for most of their career. Consistently, the
participants described how they felt the “Alpha” teachers (as classified by one participant)
exerted a chokehold over them. Natalie was annoyed: “I feel like I can’t speak up as much about
different curriculums or changes that needs to be made. I would like to share my opinions.”
Charlee shared the same feeling in this description:
In our faculty meetings we have teachers that have been there for decades, sitting there
like [head resting on fist, rolling eyes]. Their body language is so blatant. It is all about
traditions in our school. My principal tells me I need to speak up more. I don’t want to
[make someone angry], I don’t want someone to feel like I am a threat to their traditions,
its overwhelming.
Each reported the challenges of being respected and heard when Alpha teachers were
contributing during meetings:
It seems with teachers that are into their 30 years that are the most difficult and make it
hard for those that have been there for 10 years who are good at what they do and know
what they are doing but they are still being [emotionally] beat up….(Jillian)
The tone created by veteran teachers was an example of the influence on the participants’
autonomy because of their inability to share their voice. When veteran teachers dominated the
discussion and decision-making, participants tended to stay quiet:
I would like to share my opinions and I have been at different schools and I have seen
things that work but I don’t know if I am at that point yet where they [the veteran
teachers] would listen. (Natalie)
Many participants were resolute in waiting until they had been in their particular school
for a longer time or until they had more teaching experience before sharing their viewpoints and
adding to the conversation. They felt with time they would be able to offer their opinions freely
without reservations and be respected. When speaking about a veteran teacher, Jillian said what
many reported: “She calls the shots for the whole building.” Allory described one as
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…the matriarch who had been there forever but would like to disseminate everything, this
is what we are doing this week, you have to do this...we were the newbies we didn’t have
any say in anything.
Taking the voice away from these participants has the potential to shape their ability to make
their own decisions.
As the participants thought about other relationships, more differences between and
among them unfolded. The relationships with their principals were discussed by all the
participants. Six of the nine teachers were respectful of their principals but were not satisfied
with the degree or consistency of support they received. Courtney summed it up as: “Supportive,
when they can be and other times, they may not be the most supportive.” Additionally, some
participants said they had a difficult time trusting their principals. Hence, the participants
disclosed feeling less appreciated by their principals. Allory said, “I feel like I am being
evaluated all the time instead of supported like a partnership.” Caitlin remarked, “It’s like I am
always being watched.” Natalie reported:
I feel like we could have better administration…she favors others, like you can see
favoritism which is a lot of the reason you can’t really speak up...I wish she had more of
a compassionate warm side.
However, a few other teachers reported a highly supportive relationship with their
principal and felt very appreciated. For example, when discussing district expectations, Olivia
said, “He [the principal] said to us, so this is what’s best for kids.... I trust you to do what’s best
for kids.” Meanwhile, Elise boasted, “He [the principal] holds us [the teachers] in high regards.”
The relationship and leadership style of the participants’ principals could be an influence on how
teachers make decisions in their classroom and also their broader work environment.
When teachers talked about their relationships with the other teachers they worked
closely with or their grade-level partners their opinions varied widely. The same teachers who
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expressed feeling not as appreciated by their principals reported closer relationships with their
partners, as compared to the teachers who expressed they felt their principals held them in higher
regards. The teachers with closer relationships to their partners used descriptors such as “best
friends'' or “we lean on each other.” Natalie stated, “I would never leave the school because of
the close relationships with my partners.” Amy said, “I would not move grade levels unless my
partners did the same.” Courtney and Caitlin spoke proudly spoke about their teams:
We kind of all balance each other out in a way that we kind of need each other, if that
makes sense. We each bring our own unique skills to the group, but it is not only our
skills that work together but our personalities that work together... (Courtney)
Yeah, very open, like they are pretty much there all along the way as if we were high
school friends or something. (Caitlin)
In contrast, the teachers who felt appreciated by their principals reported difficulty in getting
along with their partners and experienced conflicts during collaboration. Charlee, Elise, and
Olivia described their perceptions of their colleagues thusly:
[The teachers are] disjointed...fractured. (Charlee)
[Some stress comes] from other people on the team, because I have seen it with other
teammates who are not quite doing what everyone else is doing. And kind of doing their
own thing. There’s been kind of a wayward glance…or some kind of judgment on those
who are not doing what the rest of the team is doing. (Elise)
The team I have isn’t as collaborative…. [A few] are there and they close their doors and
then they open their doors and say, ‘Look at all this amazing stuff my classroom
is doing, and no one knew. So, we are kinda like all different varying levels. (Olivia)
Charlee reflected on the frustrations created because of the reported high level of
autonomy practiced at their school. Charlee had a hard time respecting some colleagues:
[They] aren’t doing anything and they cannot defend why they do something one way or
the other. Or they will sugarcoat when I know they aren’t really doing that in their rooms.
Elise was frustrated by colleagues, too. Elise reported the need to try to “weed” through the
“consistent pessimistic conversations,” commenting that, “There’s a lot of people who enjoy
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gossiping and who enjoy negative and pessimistic talk and it has a huge effect on
everyone.” The effects of the teachers’ relationships with each other influence the overall spirit
of the school and possibly perceptions of teachers’ professional autonomy.
While some of the teachers reported fractured relationships with their colleagues, they all
experience mostly positive personal relationships with their students and their students’ parents
and families. Elise said, “They [parents] are just really caring, and they just want to know
information on how their kids are doing.” Natalie felt “the majority [of our students’ parents] are
very generous for the school.” And Allory shared, “I love getting them involved in my
classroom.” Caitlin smiled as she said, “They [students] are excited about being at school and
being with their peers and learning about me.” But some participants reported certain types of
stress in their dealings with parents, mostly about differing expectations of the school and
teachers’ ability to help their children achieve. For example, teachers, such as Charlee, talked
about parents seeking to obtain a competitive edge for their children:
Coming in completely unaware that they are incredibly fortunate and cultured with rich
lives with amazing vacations. They are very entitled, but I think our school kind of keeps
them grounded. There isn’t this massive competition culture, later on there is. They all go
to [local High School]. There are kids that will reach 2nd [or] 3rd grade and start receiving
a lot of pressure from their parents. So, there is a lot of anxiety issues among the kids,
emotional challenges.
These parents had a strong desire for their children to be academically or athletically
competitive with their peers as early as kindergarten. Along these lines, Charlee reported that
occasionally it is necessary to educate and explain to parents the district's developmental model
of education to keep their competitive drive at bay: “They are not playing; they are helping to
facilitate the formation of dendritic connections. We said all this and had to throw in a lot of data
and big words, then it was like, oh okay, that’s good.” Elise noted similar concerns in the context
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of the typical questions parents ask: “Is my child academically focused? What are you doing for
my kid? I see he is meeting all the expectations, what’s next?” The relationships and opinions of
the parents may influence the teachers’ decision-making.
Yet others described typical parents as hard working and trying to pay their bills with
little time available for school involvement. Amy said, “Yeah, we are lucky if they looked at
their kids’ folder, because they themselves have enough going on because they are just trying to
pay their rent.” And Courtney shared, “Often parents can’t take them to school sports and
activities and they [students] aren’t involved with anything outside of school because of the cost
or their parents are working.”
Jillian and Natalie felt that some of their parents struggled to make their children’s
schooling an obvious priority or to give them the attention they as teachers knew was needed.
Jillian shared:
For some kids you are the only light in their life...You are the only person who hugs them
every day...every year I have somebody...kids that don’t want to go home at the end of
the day and a piece of your heart breaks every day when they leave downcast.
And Natalie remarked, “But then you have the others [parents] that pick up their kids late
every day, they’re never here, and they don’t come to conferences.” These teachers were sharing
the struggle some parents experience to prioritize or create relationships with teachers because
they are juggling life-sustaining responsibilities most of the day.
Teachers talked about the difficulty of having non-English-speaking students or parents.
Amy shared her school’s belief: “So what if you can’t speak the language [English], you will
grow anyway!” Elise talked about the many languages and cultures in her school: “It is
sometimes challenging.” Allory sighed, “I try to use data to differentiate my instruction, but I
have students that are learning English, it is a challenge. But we get there.”
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They also talked about the challenges of inclusion (some of these teachers’ schools were
full inclusion while others were working toward full inclusion). Caitlin shared an observation
that was expressed as a challenge by many: “seeing how the kids are coming in reading at lower
levels and having less and less foundational reading and math skills there is a lot of time spent in
just building those foundations.” The teachers noted the challenges of students with special needs
influencing their efficacy.
In the end, none of the participants felt that their personal student-parent relationships had
a direct influence on their autonomy but instead noted ancillary influences such as the socioeconomic status of the neighborhood and the climate of the school, as discussed further in
Chapter 5.
School Ethos is directly connected to the working environment as part of what creates a
school culture. A few of the participants shared specific statements focused on their school’s
culture. Elise commented, “It hasn’t been the most friendly or welcoming culture.” And Charlee
shared:
[It revolves around the] relationships and the politics of the people in the building, the
people who have power. There are patches of thin ice, like don’t challenge that person
because then they are going to go talk to that person and they will make your life
difficult, somehow. It seems like a fearmongering to me, like it is not real, but is also
something I can’t shake because I have heard stories from other teachers, that they were
alienated from something. It is like this club.
Amy said quite the opposite: “I try to give attention to new people because I remember being
new, and that’s how we do it.” Jillian had a similar experience: “…it is a unique setting
there’s...that cohesion has always been there, they’ve always been a family.”
In summary, School Ethos–consisting of the relationships built between teachers and the
schools’ tone and how that dynamic affected their daily work–emerged as possible influences on
participants’ autonomy. The differences in the strength of their relationships within their
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individual schools varied among participants. The depth of teachers’ relationships with their
principals also varied considerably. Additionally, the relationships with their partner teachers
were strong and motivating for some, while others reported difficulties in their relationships. A
constant among all participants, though, was how their relationships with the most veteran
colleagues were impeding their autonomy. During the interviews, teachers did not share any
reasons to believe their personal relationships with their students or families influenced their
autonomy, but external factors such as the socio-economic status of particular students, and
language barriers were expressed as affecting these teachers’ ability to forge closer relationships
with them, at times.
Theme 3: Policy and Accountability
Some of the relationships between teachers often had underlying dynamics and extrinsic
motivations that formed the third theme, Policy and Accountability. Policy and Accountability
describes the broader outside context affecting the schools’ expectations. In this theme the
influences on autonomy are described as the rules, actions or approaches a school must take to
abide by the expectations of a district’s interpretation of the federal and state laws. It includes the
policies and expectations of the state and district to ensure an adequate education for all of their
students.
The participants in this study noted these policies in reporting that the demands put upon
them focused on student achievement. They described these demands when they discussed
formal student assessments, expectations for teaching grade-level standards, and the
requirements to use prescribed district resources with fidelity.
The most prominent factor in this theme seemed to be accountability through
standardized assessment score requirements. Once again, this extrinsic influence on autonomy
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varied among the participants. For six of the participants, it was a salient idea running through
their stories. These six teachers perceived this to be a heavy influence on their day-to-day
instructional decisions for improved achievement based on standardized assessment. The
teachers all reported their students to be close to or meeting expectations defined by the district.
Caitlin voiced a unique concern:
...I definitely thought about [test scores] this year because last year our scores were
higher than they have ever been. So, how many years can we push it higher and higher?
I'm not sure and we feel like every year the kids come in and they are starting lower and
lower.
Caitlin noticed her students were different than in the past–her classroom had changing
demographics and the difference was most evident in the students’ instructional levels
influencing classroom instruction. Caitlin knew she had always been able to meet the testing
expectations but doubted her ability to continue at that same rigor.
Jillian and Allory voiced a different but a recurrent sentiment – frustration regarding
standardized assessment imposed by published textbook materials and the expectations of the
administration required for the use of them:
We are giving summative assessments at the end of a unit and those are worth 75% of
your grade. [I have students] who developmentally, are not ready. There is nothing I can
do if you are not developmentally ready. We don’t make a 6-month-old stand up and
walk because I want you to walk. They are not developmentally ready. (Jillian)
…it is because of this testing. I would not have done things the way I did if I didn’t have
to meet a benchmark…. I don’t think I would have rushed things like that, I don’t think
any of us would have. (Allory)
The three teachers coming from districts with greater per-pupil spending, Charlee, Olivia and
Elise, reported very low to no pressure concerning standardized assessment. In fact, their stories
barely mentioned assessment or accountability.
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Teachers reported an understanding that perceived pressures concerning accountability
come from the State Board of Education and then trickle down to the building level and possibly
influence the way they interpret their instructional decisions. For example, Caitlin said, “Well the
state puts pressure on our Super [intendent]. I think they [principals] put the pressure on us,
definitely. But I don’t know about the pressure they are feeling, too.” And Amy thought that
because of the socio-economic differences found among the families in the district it was unfair
when the district principals compared not only school scores but also grade-level scores. “How
does that make us look to my teacher friends in other schools–I won’t ever get scores like they
do?” Her concern was that it may pit teachers against each other.
Participants felt those extrinsic pressures on the principals then influenced teacher
relationships with the district administrators. As Amy noted, “The superintendent comes down
on them and that comes down to the teachers.” The teachers with pressures stemming from
accountability were confident about the growth scores of their students (the score a student
achieves determined from the difference between their last score to their current score).
However, it remained a serious influence on their sense of professionalism. In fact, Amy,
Natalie, Allory, Jillian, and Courtney remain on edge because, as required by law, their students’
test scores are used as part of their teacher evaluations. Specifically, Amy reported how her
district interpreted the requirement: “Let me show you, I have it right here. I get points for
meeting the mark. It makes you rethink what you do. It’s a lot of pressure, just a lot of pressure.”
Allory shared similar thoughts:
I have heard about other teachers that get called out when their kids don’t meet the
district’s expectations. They are warned it will show up on their summative evaluations.
It’s so intimidating, sometimes…well it’s scary.
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And Courtney felt “[It’s] like I’m not a professional. I’m not trusted.” The influences from these
expectations can lead to controlling factors behind many of their professional and instructional
choices.
The use of particular standardized tests influences their daily instructional decisions and
contributes to creating an assessment culture. The culture drives mandated use of curricular
resources (such as assessments, workbooks, and textbooks) that are a frustrating reality of the
teachers’ daily work. The participants discussed their concerns for students who come to school
with many inherent struggles or who are developmentally immature. The standard assessment
expectations on the students were disheartening for these teachers. Amy shared a story of a
student crying over a test because it became too difficult. “So, they [the students] are feeling the
pressure too,” she pointed out.
To compound the issue, some teachers with lower per-pupil spending reported that their
principals dictated they turn in lesson plans each week for review, which left them feeling
professionally diminished. They were left feeling locked into lesson plans that did not always
reflect what the teachers’ felt was the best instruction. While speaking about submitting lesson
plans, Courtney bemoaned, “I get a sticker, like a first grader.” Natalie and Amy said it best:
Kids are definitely not engaged when I hear myself say, open up a workbook, a
worksheet, it just goes against me. This is just not what I want to do...I become frustrated
with them and myself. I’m doing it because I am following the curriculum and we are
supposed to use the workbooks and I feel like there is such pressure to get these great test
scores, so I do what I'm told. (Natalie)
Amy exclaimed, “I’m mad that I am allowing myself to feel that pressure and make these
little people do what they shouldn’t have to do.”
Yet, in Charlee’s school, where per-pupil spending was nearly three times the amount of
what was spent in other participating teachers’ school districts, there is a great tradition of a
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respected and cherished culture of academic fluidity. Charlee’s district expects the teachers to
emphasize the individual needs of the child guided in inquiry-based learning and not dictated by
the adults or a particular curricular program. The district standards continuum allows for students
in kindergarten through second grade to move through learning according to the standards when
they are ready. This one school was unlike all the others. The other eight teachers were expected
to teach to the grade-level standards and were held accountable to them in ways that sometimes
caused significant pressure. Amy, from a school with lower per-pupil spending, repeated several
times during her interviews: “It’s all we talk about. Let me show you, it’s in our [teacher]
evaluation.” Allory, also from a school with lower per pupil spending, reflected on the pressure
to produce acceptable scores: “It’s a lot of pressure. I think I feel it even more now…a few years
ago I didn’t feel as much pressure…but across the board, grade levels and district-wide
[pressure] to make those test scores the way that they should be.”
Yet, for some, the pressures generated from accountability to the standards was obviously
less pronounced. The reported pressure stemming from accountability of the standards was much
less prominent in Charlee’s, Elise’s, and Olivia’s schools where per-pupil spending was higher
than state averages. Olivia said, “So not necessarily pressure because they focus on growth and
progress.” Elise talked about a way to relieve the stress: “So now the scores are dependent on
school scores. So that makes teachers feel less pressure.” Charlee spoke with ease:
Yeah, there's the number fluency assessment. [It] is what we’ll use to benchmark them…
but it’s not in-depth we’re just going to do our main initial benchmarks now so in two
weeks I have a day off to do all my assessments then we’ll have our data meeting where
we’ll sit down with all of the facilitators and SpEd team and say, like, ‘We’ve been doing
phonemic awareness for the past 3 months this kid doesn’t know what a rhyming word
is.’
For some of the teachers the pressure to produce expected scores was overwhelming and
controlled how they proceeded with instruction.
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Policy and Accountability was defined as the extrinsic influences on autonomy found in
examples such as the standardized assessment culture of six of the participants’ schools. The
pressure over assessments was very strong in some and almost absent in schools with higher perpupil spending. An expectation to teach the grade-level standards was a policy that was strong in
all but one school. Additionally, using particular curricular resources prescribed by the district
(i.e., tests, textbooks and workbooks) was another factor that influenced autonomy among the
participants.
Summary
Teacher Agency, School Ethos, and Policy and Accountability proved to be strong
themes found throughout the stories the teacher participants shared. In telling their stories, the
nine participants gave clear examples of the influences on their perceived autonomy. In the
theme Teacher Agency, examples of the teachers’ intrinsic motivations were exemplified. It was
clear that the teachers perceived their professional autonomy as a mix of highs and lows and for
some, it was mostly high. Their agency was exemplified as intrinsic motivations to influence
their perceived possibilities to act as a professional. The theme School Ethos highlighted the
teachers’ relationships with colleagues, parents and students and the effects those influences
have over the teachers’ autonomy. Finally, the last theme, Policy and Accountability featured the
influences on the teachers’ autonomy found within the broader extrinsic realities of the school
district’s policies sometimes driven by state or federal mandates. In some cases, per-pupil
spending created recurring patterns indicating possible influences on the teachers’ autonomy. All
three themes indicate strong common influences on the professional autonomy of these nine
teachers. The themes also show connections to previous research and have strong implications
for supporting teachers’ professional autonomy. Chapter 5 will examine those connections.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
The goal of this study was to give teachers an opportunity to share their perceptions of
the influences on their professional autonomy and its impact on their daily instructional practice.
Researchers have found that autonomy is one of the most influential factors in job satisfaction
and therefore an important condition of teacher attrition (e.g., Pearson & Moomaw, 2005). In this
chapter, research findings will be analyzed through the conceptual frameworks of SelfDetermination Theory and Self-Efficacy Theory and situated relative to the extant research on
teacher autonomy discussed in Chapter 2.
Chapter 2 presented social psychology theories on self-determination and self-efficacy as
lenses through which to understand teachers’ perceptions of professional autonomy.
Specifically, the basic psychological underpinnings of motivation can be described in
relationship to Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000). Self-Determination
Theory supposes three innate psychological needs: (a) competence, (b) autonomy, and (c)
relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The discussion in this chapter will draw connections to each
need framework in interpreting the data presented in Chapter 4.
Deci and Ryan (2000) refer to the continuum of control. The factors related to the
continuum focused on motivation will be examined to further understand the participants’
perceptions of their autonomy. Also, this chapter will include an examination of the links
between external and internal controls on the continuum that influence teachers’ positive
intrinsic motivations, and those that are sources of external or internal pressure.
This discussion will also use the four factors to build one’s own ability to accomplish a
desired outcome as a framework for analyzing teachers’ self-efficacy as it relates to their
autonomy. The four main factors include: (a) mastery experiences, (b) vicarious experiences, (c)
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social persuasion, and (d) emotional and physical reactions (Bandura, 2003). Self-efficacy is a
powerful factor affecting people’s motivation, behavior, and ultimately, their success or failure.
Within this study, autonomy was defined by the research as a complex facet of teacher
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The complexity is expressed in a variety of educational
elements. Many of those elements will be discussed in the three important themes found within
the participants’ perceptions of autonomy (Teacher Agency, School Ethos, and Policy and
Accountability). To ascertain the complexities of each, the relationships and reliance of each
theme upon the others may be seen within the discussion of each theme but will also be
discussed in greater detail in the conclusions of this chapter (Figure 1).
Figure 1
Themes (entanglement)

In Chapter 2 it was asserted that if teachers feel autonomy in their workplace, they are more
likely to be successful in their classrooms and show more job satisfaction (Dierking & Fox,
2012). The discussion will align general socio-economic information about the schools in which
the participants serve and their perceptions of professional value as well as their overall
perceptions of autonomy. In this analysis, an examination of the forces associated with a
teachers’ sense of self-efficacy, agency and empowerment will provide an understanding of the
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impact on their autonomy. Finally, the connections between the participants’ perceptions of
autonomy and how this shapes their decisions about daily instruction will be explored.
Teacher Agency
Teacher Agency focused on the data related to self-efficacy. Motivations, purpose, and
professional value shaped this theme. Bandura (2001) delineates the connections between agency
and self-efficacy:
... none [agency] is more central or pervasive than people’s beliefs in their capability to
exercise control over their own functioning and over environmental events. Efficacy
beliefs are the foundation of human agency. (p. 14250)
More specifically, Bandura (1986) defined efficacy as the “judgment of their capabilities to
organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performance”
(p.391).
The participants in this study shared a variety of instances that were detrimental to their
feeling positive about their self-efficacy. For Amy, Allory, Natalie, Jillian, and Courtney, student
assessment scores were a source of administrative feedback and were included in teacher
evaluations. The feedback as detailed by these particular participants reflects what Bandura
(2003) describes as a negative influence on one of the main sources to building self-efficacy:
mastery experience. Caitlin reported “pressure” and Allory felt “more pressure than ever before.”
Amy and Natalie shared external influences such as colleagues who were called out for low
student scores or for not implementing the expected curriculum resources. Feeling pressure
builds stress and potentially corrodes one’s self-efficacy. Witnessing these negative vicarious
experiences left negative impacts on the participants’ sense of agency within their working
environments.
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Klassen et al. (2011) posit that negative experiences can deteriorate perceived selfefficacy and influence a teacher’s perception of professional autonomy. All of the participants
expressed their perceptions of negative relationships with the most veteran teachers. Allory
statement, “...we didn’t have any say in anything” and Natalie’s remark “I would like to share
my opinions” were examples of external social persuasion experiences, which in turn negatively
impacted their sense of self-efficacy. Biesta et al. (2017) suggest teachers’ agency is shaped, in
part, by the “structure and cultures within which teachers work” (p.39). The participants’
consistent negative interactions with the veteran teachers were a detriment to the participants
agency.
However, there was an abundance of positive influences to build their self-efficacy and a
positive perception of autonomy among many of the participants as well. The participants shared
stories of teacher role models from their pre-service teaching years that were positive vicarious
sources internalized in the teachers’ professionalism. The participants who shared their stories
about mentor teachers felt the mentor was who they choose to emulate. Agency can also be
understood in terms of a teacher’s past influences “the selective reactivation by actors of past
patterns of thought and action routinely incorporated in practical activity thereby giving stability
and order” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998 as cited in Biesta et al., 2017, p. 40). These participants
relationships were positive influences on their self-efficacy that helped to build a path to their
desired goals.
Further evidence of their motivation to act professionally was exemplified in other ways,
such as their participation in professional activities outside their classrooms. The research tells us
that efficacious teachers will set a course to attain a designated performance (Bandura, 1986). All
of the teachers were active in many school committees; several had advanced degrees or were
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anticipating a start date to begin earning them. They were all interested in learning more and
took initiative to find new learning opportunities. All these examples are indicators of strong
self-efficacy as the teachers were intrinsically motivated and acted upon new pathways that had
the potential to lead to more professional success and influence their professional autonomy
(Bandura, 2003).
The participants’ relationships with other colleagues often brought about emotional
responses related to self-efficacy. Bandura (2003) would specify these emotions as the fourth
source to building self-efficacy, emotions and physical reactions. Teachers shared their feelings
about being a teacher, some shedding tears: Elise used adjectives such as “joyfulness” in her
teaching. Amy and Caitlin talked about their teacher partners as “best friends.” Olivia and Elise
shared examples of feeling valued by their principal. In these cases, these positive emotions are
efficacious stimuli to positive professional motivation and another influencing factor
contributing to their positive perceptions of autonomy.
Yet another strong indicator of their self-efficacy was their intrinsic commitment to their
purpose as educators. The use of mandated curricula is an overlapping issue found to be an
influence in several indicators. The participants discussed the stress of using mandated
curriculum and resources that impede their desire to be creative. Jillian was very articulate in
describing her struggle to stay true to her understanding of what is a developmentally appropriate
practice more than others because of the pressure to stick to specific resources, but Charlee
didn’t feel those pressures. Self-Determination Theory connects a teachers’ strong sense of
competency to do what they feel is best for student achievement to the underpinnings of
motivation, to act professionally and foster autonomy. Again, for some, this was an issue that
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was a negative influence on their intelligence and therefore, their self-efficacy; for others, it was
the opposite.
Addressed in the theme Teacher Agency, teachers experienced plenty of strong factors to
thwart their self-efficacy and deflate teacher autonomy, such as relationships with the veteran
teacher colleagues of all the participants. Also included in those factors were the expectations to
use particular resources expressed by several participants.
The participants also reported several other factors that can be described as positive
motivating factors to build their teacher autonomy. For example, many shared their district’s
strong desire to bring students to a given assessment goal. Also, all but Charlee and Elise
communicated strong positive collegial relationships with their partner teachers. Additionally,
Charlee, Olivia and Elise did not feel as much pressure over assessment goals as others. All but
Charlee shared positive factors including a yearning to emulate their role models and all but
Charlee and Elise communicated strong positive collegial relationships with their partner
teachers. Finally, they all felt a clear understanding of the developmental needs of their students,
pointing to their competence as teachers acting as another indicator of positive underpinnings of
motivation to act autonomously.
Admittedly, this research may have added value to the assumptions about participant selfefficacy because the criteria for participants included about 5 to 10 years of teaching experience.
Lynn (2002) referred to teachers at this stage of their career as “stable and confident.” She
recognized that teachers with about 5 to 10 years of experience, similar to this participant
sample, are likely to be more intrinsically motivated to take on extra responsibilities and more
prepared to speak about student learning or their professional experiences. The teacher
participants were all very motivated to take part in extra committees, seek ongoing higher
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education opportunities, and were willing to participate in this study. They were able to clearly
articulate their perceptions and experiences. These actions show a strong indicator of job
satisfaction and retention (Katsantonis, 2019). According to Lynn (2002) and Fiarman (2017),
these actions correlate with a positive sense of self-efficacy and therefore contribute to a positive
sense of autonomy. However, in the participants’ efforts to take control of their own self-efficacy
and be a part of the professional learning community, there are examples in the data where
teachers found themselves in frustrating situations that did not allow them to express their new
learning in professional ways or where they led astray by administration. These frustrations have
the potential to result in a decrease in creative instruction focused on best practice and certainly a
negative influence on autonomy (Graue et al., 2015; Haslip & Gullo, 2018).
In short, participants’ perceptions of their self-efficacy and intrinsic motivations result
from both positive and negative experiences throughout their day. However, the positive
experiences appear to overshadow the negative ones. The participants seemed to have solid
ground for motivating their self-efficacy, which can be a strong influence on positive perceptions
of teacher autonomy (Wyatt, 2015). These types of motivations should allow the participants to
choose to engage in professional activities that elicit enjoyment and interest further fostering
positive perceptions of autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
However, with an over-emphasis on skill-based literacy and math standards, teachers are
continually trying to balance what they know to be true of best practice for early childhood
learners (Haslip & Gullo, 2018; National Association for the Education of Young Children,
2020). District mandates on skill-based curricula undermine children’s right to explore.
Furthermore, the Professional Standards and Competencies for Early Childhood Educators ask
all early childhood educators and those responsible for the implementation of an ECE program to
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adhere to the Professional Standards and Competencies, as established in 2019 (NAEYC,2020).
It is accountability and standardization that was reported to impede the participants’ ability to
achieve a perception of professional autonomy and interfere with their intrinsic motivation
(Lennert da Silva & Molstad, 2020).
School Ethos
The tone and spirit of the school can affect teachers’ sense of competence and relatedness
to their colleagues which will influence teachers’ perceptions of autonomy (Donnelly, 2002).
School Ethos was used to describe the school’s overall tenor of the participants working
environment. Per-pupil spending was found to influence professional relationships between the
teachers and administration ultimately impacting the school culture and teacher autonomy. In
this section, data is established concerning the overlap of socio-economic factors that may sway
relationships, professional value and therefore the tone of the school.
According to the Illinois State Report Card, 2018-19, the state average for per-pupil
spending in Illinois was $13,800. The 2018-19 Illinois State Report Card reports that funding in
Illinois schools mostly comes from local property taxes (State and Federal funds makeup 34% of
the budget). In 2017, the state funding for schools was changed to an Evidence-Based Funding
(EBF) system with the goal of providing funding to schools without adequate funds (Illinois.gov,
2017). Although the system was not intended to resolve the inequities in a single year it became
obvious after the first year that more funding for the EBF system was necessary.
Along with the EBF, the current system of determining funding still prevails. The local
property rate is set by the local school district and is based upon the total equalized assessed
value within their district. It can be raised each year by the rate of inflation or 5% whichever is
lower, by the local school board under the Property Tax Extension Liability Law (PTEL) (Manzo
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& Bruno, 2019). School funding rates can also be raised beyond the annual rate of inflation
through a voter-approved referendum. Therefore, areas with a higher property tax base tend to
have higher per-pupil funding when compared to neighborhoods with lower property values. Of
the school districts associated with the participants of this study, Charlee’s district had the
highest per-pupil spending at $25,000. Olivia’s and Elise’s districts both reported per-pupil
spending at $16,000. Jillian’s, Allory’s, Natalie’s, and Amy’s district spent $12,000 per-pupil.
Caitlin and Courtney’s students were experiencing the least amount of per-pupil spending at
$9,100 (Appendix C). Within the stories of the teachers, the pattern of influence of per-pupil
spending was realized several times, in relationships with colleagues and the fidelity to the
curriculum. As the data shows, the patterns associated with the per-pupil spending and some of
the influences related to teachers’ perceptions of autonomy are clear; teachers reported a more
satisfying sense of professional value as the per-pupil spending of the schools increased.
There is an abundance of research reported in this study pointing to relationships as a
factor in autonomy (Brackenreed, 2011; Flook et al., 2013; Rentner et al., 2016; Richards, 2012;
Santoro, 2018; Sutcher et al., 2016). The participants were very articulate when describing the
feedback or actions of others within their working environment. It was described in the
relationships with teachers, administrators, students and families, and the culture of their schools.
Their relationship with their colleagues, in particular with the veteran teachers is a clear example.
When teachers felt their professionalism was not valued, thereby influencing their autonomy (as
in the case of participants and the “Alpha” teachers), the effect can be detrimental to the group
(Bergh, 2015; Frostenson, 2015). If the group is affected, then the culture of the school is
impacted, too (Katsantounis, 2019). In this case, the teachers reported their negative influences

84
over their autonomy because of their perceived inability to voice their professional opinions and
make decisions with the faculty.
Conversely, an example of positive effects was seen in some of the participants
relationships with their partner teachers, such as with Natalie, Amy, and Courtney. Teachers
given the opportunity to share personal practical knowledge in a non-threating climate will
produce a stronger working culture (Biesta et al, 2017). In both the case of the veteran teachers
and the partner teachers, the participants were seeking support and collaboration to further their
sense of agency. The participants’ perceived relationships with their colleagues influenced the
schools’ tone and was another factor that proved to be a deterrent in some instances and
efficacious in others.
Reflecting on relationships with parents and students, the participants reported conditions
that had influences on their school environment such as full inclusion, English language learners
(both parents and students), parents who questioned the instructional practices of the school, and
increased enrollments of students with learning challenges. The relationships with parents
questioning their practice made them feel a need to prove their worth, thereby challenging their
capabilities and influencing how they made instructional decisions.
In addition, Allory, Courtney, and Caitlin shared that the constant need to find their own
supplemental materials or interventions to meet a variety of complex student needs would be
better handled by the Special Education professionals. This added challenge drains more time
away from their daily planning and put a strain on the professional relationships with Special
Education colleagues. They had to find supplemental materials on their own time because the
prescribed district resources were not adequate. It is possible per-pupil spending and school
budgets were a factor in these issues. But these situations frustrated their ability to meet student
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outcomes, leaving them feeling less competent and thereby chipping away at their sense of selfefficacy and by extension their autonomy.
Although there were challenges, the participants never reported a disconnect with their
students or their students’ families–they cared about their well-being. However, they did realize
there were conditional factors (non-English speaking, socio-economic factors) that put a direct
strain on their relationships with students and lessened their sense of control over their daily
decisions. While most of the participants agreed they had supportive student families, they all
noted indirect effects coming from conditional factors (unfamiliar cultures, parents struggling to
prioritize education) that occasionally added tension and therefore their sense of professional
value and competency.
In several of the teachers’ stories the conditional factors added to their stress through the
need to find supplemental materials, their efforts to try to connect and plan with support staff,
and misunderstandings in communication. Haslip and Gullo (2018) posit that as the demographic
landscape continues to change in these suburban schools, the school’s traditional models for
engaging parents and supporting literacy and math to middle-class White families may be
contributing to the tension. For example, with the exception of Elise’s school, where there are
nearly twice as many Asian students as White students, all the other teachers served in schools
that have historically taught predominantly White families. However, all the Illinois School
Report Cards showed a significant change in student demographics over the past 10 years
presenting more ethnic diversity and lower median household incomes. All of the districts report
cards reported a household income at least meeting and sometimes exceeding the median
household income in the state of Illinois in 2019, which was $64,000 (U.S. Census Bureau,
2018). Yet, Courtney and Caitlin’s schools reported low-income students at 42% and 36% of
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their student population, respectively. Natalie, Amy, Allory, and Jillian’s schools had fewer lowincome students, between 16% and 13%. Elise’s school only had 6% low-income while Olivia
and Charlee’s schools were 3% and 0% low-income respectively. As shown in Appendix C, the
demographics changed relatively quickly in regards to ethnic and economic diversity possibly
contributing to the tension as the schools work to find ways to meet the needs of their new
student demographics.
Sometimes these issues fostered frustrations related to lack of planning time, work and
home life balance, and unpaid expectations (e.g., after school meetings, lesson planning). The
teachers reporting fewer frustrations in realizing their autonomy were the same ones who shared
fewer disparaging remarks concerning work and home life balance or unpaid expectations. Yet,
others felt there was no time at school to become familiar with new curriculum resources, find
supplemental material, or keep up with paperwork. Previous studies illustrate these frustrations
as the factors that lead to negative perceptions of the profession as a whole. These very factors
were reported in the literature review as the influences that create negative professional value
(Brackenreed, 2011; Flook et al., 2013; Rentner et al., 2016; Richards, 2012). Therefore, without
a strong sense of professional value the participants’ perceptions of autonomy may diminish.
The relationships the participants built with their stakeholders were cultivated by the
direct and indirect feedback teachers received. Bandura (2003) describes that feedback, including
from families, administration and colleagues as a critical component of developing strong selfefficacy which leads to positive perceptions of autonomy. Some teachers felt their administrators
were watching them, while others claimed a system of “favorites” and yet others felt completely
satisfied and supported by their administration. The frustrations some participants experienced
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over administrative relationships harken back to the warnings from Sutcher et al. (2016) that
teachers often leave the profession due to a lack of administrative support.
In short, the theme School Ethos reflected on the relational influences on teachers’
individual autonomy which impact the culture of the school. Within the data reviewed in School
Ethos, evidence of strain on the relationships that teachers had within their school were
highlighted and discussed in regard to their effects on their perception of control over their
environment. Also, the links to changing demographics and to per-pupil spending were
connected to the overall influences on the autonomy of teachers. It was clear that the participants
serving schools with lower per-pupil spending also had the biggest increases in changing
demographics of their student enrollment (with the exception of one).
Policy and Accountability
Policy and Accountability refers to the rationale situated and embedded in the schools’
institutionalized operating systems. Per-pupil spending is one of the many issues directly related
to school policy. Lower per-pupil spending is directly related to a lower local property tax base
reflecting research focused on the negative effects of students, schools and teachers from lowincome families aligned to school spending (Lacour & Tissington, 2011; Mangiante, 2011;
Morrissey et al., 2014; Philips & Flashman, 2007). The participants' perceptions of the rewards
gained from teaching were reflected in the connection to the reported per-pupil spending of the
districts they served.
This was exemplified with two of the participants acknowledgments of how the state has
set standards for school accountability that motivated a strong assessment culture in some of
their schools. Gonzalez et al. (2016) posit that accountability and standardization interfere with
autonomy. This was the case for six of the nine teachers reporting standardized testing or district-
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provided assessments as the driving force behind most of their instructional decisions. These
teachers expressed that they understood and tolerated the need for accountability but that
working under high-stakes conditions takes the “joy” out of teaching (Rooney, 2015). They also
shared they were frustrated by the way accountability is established that puts a heavy burden on
their administration, causing a trickle-down effect and taking away the potential to empower
their teachers.
A prescriptive curriculum and a tendency to set more expectations on teachers is often the
action taken by districts with low-performing students (Haslip & Gullo, 2018; Lacour &
Tissington, 2011; Powell et al., 2017). This was the norm in the schools with lower per-pupil
spending as opposed to allowing teachers to find creative teaching strategies for students with
high needs and who were possibly at high risk for failure. For several teachers in low per-pupil
spending schools, the motivation to use the prescriptive curriculum and follow the district
expectations was fear. Natalie, for example, wanted to ensure her instruction would not be
questioned so she followed district expectations even when she didn’t feel it was appropriate.
Teachers were compelled by the fear of accountability and the possibility of the administration
questioning their lessons.
The administration that prescribes and requires resources used with fidelity puts more
pressure on teachers. The reported research from Eyal and Roth (2011) confirmed that leaders
who encourage more autonomy, as compared to exercising administrative control, are more
likely to have a positive effect on teacher motivation. This type of pressure is likely to undermine
teachers’ feelings of competence, leading to their negative perception of their professional value
(Black & Deci, 2000; Han, 2017; Wills & Sandholtz, 2009). This was evident in the stories of
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Charlee, Elise and Olivia when they reported their satisfaction in a more flexible response from
administration aligned to curriculum policy mandates.
Along with the assessment accountability factors, some participants’ administrations
insisted that all teachers use particular district-assigned resources with fidelity. The
administrative assumption is that if teachers use the same resources in the exact same ways then
there will be fewer variances in the teachers’ instruction, thereby limiting influences on student
achievement data required by the state (Haslip & Gullo, 2018; Powell et al., 2017). Some
participants said they feared that if they wavered from these standardized expectations, their
performance evaluations would be negatively affected. Teachers felt the administration used
standardized directives, so they could demonstrate district accountability to school boards and
the state. Mandated curriculum is an example of what is least motivating for teacher
professionalism (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Again, there is a link to the school funding of each school.
The participants’ reports of expectations concerning the use of district material resources align to
per-pupil spending. The participants in schools with higher per-pupil spending had fewer
perceived controlled expectations.
The use of state standards as a guide to instruction was mentioned and recognized as an
acceptable guide. However, many of the teachers reporting frustration in their perceptions of
autonomy struggled with the rigidity of aligning instruction for students who were not
developmentally ready for grade-level standards. This also aligned with some of the same
teachers (Allory and Caitlin) who reported their frustration with the lack of adequate support
staff, making it difficult to meet students’ needs. This is in opposition to Charlee, who had fewer
frustrations and used the standards as a flexible guide, and Olivia and Elise who reported plenty
of support staff to assist with students’ needs.
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Connecting the Themes
Policy and Accountability completes the triad of themes influencing autonomy that
emerged from this study. The interconnectedness of each theme is exemplified throughout. For
example, the policies that impact per-pupil spending seemed to have a bearing on professional
value and relationships. I noticed a trend within the data. Using the School Report Cards, I
followed that hunch and researched the average per-pupil spending of each district. In Illinois
where all of the participants’ schools reside, school budgets are fulfilled by the request of local
school boards to their residence and increases are limited by state law. However, according to
research, greater per-pupil spending will most likely generate more material and social resources
to build a stronger support for teachers striving to increase student achievement (Morrissey et al.,
2014). Accordingly, when teachers feel more supported with resources, they also perceive a
more positive perception of autonomy.
Furthermore, teachers reported higher perceptions of professional value in the schools
with higher per-pupil spending (Appendix C). Participants’ narratives also supported examples
of previous research findings that teachers possessing a strong perception of professional value
also report strong perceptions of autonomy (Brackenreed, 2011; Flook et al., 2013; Rentner et
al., 2016; Richards, 2012). For example, it was clear that teachers reporting more supportive
relationships with their administration were also in schools with higher per-pupil spending.
In addition, when the participants were asked about their overall perceptions of their
empowerment, another socio-economic pattern was illuminated: the higher the per-pupil
spending, the greater the sense of autonomy was perceived and vice-versa. It appears that
perceptions of autonomy have some relationship to a school’s per-pupil spending (Appendix E).
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Further exemplifying the interconnectedness between themes, School Ethos discusses the
teachers as a collective group which is made of the individuals who come with their individual
sense of agency as described in Teacher Agency. Therefore, Teacher Agency has an influence on
School Ethos linking back to teachers’ professional autonomy. For example, the teachers’
relationships with the most veteran teachers can also be perceived as a negative influence on
teachers’ feelings of competence and relatedness to their colleagues. All the teachers reported
frustrations with the veteran teachers in their buildings. A few teachers went so far as to say they
needed to stay quiet for fear of being judged or (emotionally) beat up. These experiences can
weigh heavily on a teacher’s innate need to feel the competencies and belonging suggested by
Self-Determination Theory and need for a strong perception of autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Moreover, teachers who do not feel a sense of belonging can also influence the collective ethos
of the school.
Again, the braiding of the three themes becomes apparent in the details of the
overlapping effects from Policy and Accountability to School Ethos. The state laws that
influence individual district policies appear to serve as motivations for some of the
administrators’ actions influencing School Ethos and Teacher Agency and therefore contribute to
influences over teacher autonomy. For example, Self-Determination Theory proposes that
extrinsic motivation happens when underlying motives are influential to the individual. Usually,
the extrinsic motivators imply negative control factors on teachers, therefore negatively
influencing their autonomy. For many of the teachers, this was illustrated in the district
administrators’ expectation of how to use material resources to support curriculum, the standard
assessment culture, the use of state standards, and the reflections of the districts’ per-pupil
spending. On the other end of the scale, the participants’ reporting positive perceptions of
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autonomy also reported the freedom to choose material resources, a continuum of standards, a
non-threatening assessment culture, and high per-pupil spending. The administrators’
motivations coming from policy are influential to the teachers’ intrinsic sense of professional
control over their environment and thus their motivation.
Another example of the three themes braiding together is illustrated in the districts’
expectations to use the district-mandated resources with fidelity. For instance, Natalie, Jillian,
and Courtney spoke of the internal struggle to do what is expected by administrators versus what
they felt was developmentally appropriate for their students. Their sense of professional
competency was being undermined along with their self-efficacy and agency. In addition, these
kinds of pedagogical struggles often lead to moral struggles (Santoro, 2018). In all, this can lead
to their negative perceptions of autonomy.
Teachers’ relationships with their administration and colleagues yielded opposite trends.
The link between per-pupil spending as found in the theme Policy and Accountability and the
teachers’ relationships also became evident. Participants in districts with lower per-pupil
spending seem to have tighter bonds and positive discourse among their grade-level colleagues.
In addition, the same participants reported a greater sense of shared value among grade-level
teachers than the participants from schools with higher per-pupil spending. Specifically,
Courtney, Caitlin, Amy, and Natalie served schools with significantly lower per-pupil spending
compared to the other participants. They spoke of genuine affection and certainly professional
value concerning their relationships with their partner teachers. However, in other participant
stories of collegial relationships, there was a gradual sentiment of personal disconnection, and a
sense of lower professional value as the per-pupil spending increased. An excellent example is
when Elise, serving a school reporting one of the higher per-pupil spending rates compared to
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those of the other participants, noted the negative reactions or “wayward looks” from partner
teachers. Charlee’s school has significantly higher per-pupil spending compared to the other
participants. Charlee felt there was a “complete disconnect” from colleagues making
communication difficult. Regarding teacher and administrator relationships, participants in
schools with lower per-pupil spending (Courtney, Caitlin, Amy, and Natalie) talked about their
experiences that led to decreased perceptions of positive professional value. Conversely,
participants in schools with higher levels of per-pupil spending described more positive
relationships with their principals. The frustrations seem to be greater in the schools with low
per-pupil spending and as stress increases teachers find the need to develop coping strategies and
will turn to their colleagues for support (Tatar, 2009). Relationships with the most veteran
teachers had no connection with per-pupil spending. All participants viewed their relationships
with veteran teachers as a negative influence on their autonomy.
The overarching finding is that all three themes are inter-related, and any alteration to the
factors in each theme has the potential to affect the others. Consequently, a tight weave of all
factors must be considered when discussing autonomy. Chapter 6 will draw conclusions beyond
the results pertaining to this weaving of factors and discuss the implications of this study.
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Chapter 6: Conclusions
This study was designed to highlight the professional realities of nine teachers in regard
to autonomy. This study was focused on identifying the aspects that impede or enhance a
teacher’s sense of autonomy. Furthermore, the examination of these nine teachers’ stories
elicited strong voices that add to the literature on the autonomy of primary teachers and its
effects on teacher motivation. Considering that autonomy is recognized as a stimulus to teachers’
job satisfaction, this study also reflects on those elements that create tension in teachers’
professional lives as well as those factors that support their work. Finally, it illustrates some of
the influences autonomy has on teachers’ daily instructional decision-making.
Evidence from this research is consistent with the theoretical frameworks of Deci and
Ryan (1985) and Bandura’s (1986) explanations of motivation and self-efficacy and their
relationships to autonomy. This research unveiled the interconnections of autonomy and its
influence over daily instruction by examining its many overlapping factors. Overall, teacher
agency and self-efficacy were enough to keep these teachers in their positions. The research
found the teachers’ self-efficacy to be strong but sometimes their sense of professional value
varied. It was clear that a sense of value was an indicator in the participants perceptions of
autonomy.
We know if teachers feel positive perceptions of autonomy, they are more likely to feel
more professional satisfaction (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014; Warner-Griffin et al., 2018) and
therefore, the potential for teacher career longevity becomes more plausible. However, one of the
key findings of this study emphasizes that autonomy has many threads tightly braided together.
Thus, the study of teachers’ sense of autonomy must continue to focus on the interrelationship of
factors influencing this sense of autonomy.
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The details influencing the interconnectedness of factors that create a sense of autonomy
start with the teachers’ strong desire to be an educator. The fact that most of these participants
were teachers who fulfilled their childhood dreams of becoming teachers is probably not
unusual. From my experience, many teachers spend a lifetime dreaming of and constructing their
future realities. It is in those constructs that teachers build the bedrock of their professional
motivations and biographies. Eventually, their professional motivations prove to shape their
values and drive them to seek professional development and higher education (Santoro, 2018;
Biesta et al., 2017). They would seek out opportunities to build their capacity and professional
capabilities that guided their practice. Often the well-being of students will fuel the teachers
desire to seek intellectual work (Santoro, 2018). However, when those values were undermined
by influences beyond their control, a perceived discrepancy grew. The teachers who expressed
this feeling, however, did not express any desire to leave the profession. Perhaps their strong
desire to be the best teacher possible was an example of their working agency motivating them to
work through their frustrations, perceiving challenges as surmountable and part of being a
professional.
It could also be perceived that professional boundaries emerging from the need to fulfill
state policy meant that teachers’ ability to more fully exercise their own instructional decisionmaking was constrained. Without allowing the flexibility for teachers to develop what they think
is best for their students, the possibility of demoralization is plausible (Santoro, 2018; Sugrue,
2020). This frustration was apparent when the participants reported feeling like someone is
“always watching” or that it is a “top-down approach with no room for discussion,” which has
the potential to create compliant, less-inspired teachers instead of motivated and intellectually
engaged professionals.
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Yet, these teachers were unwavering in identifying their educational purpose to find a
balance with their students’ social-emotional learning alongside the students’ academics. Some
teachers felt strong support for their ability to move students through the curriculum in a fluid
system (Charlee, Olivia, and Elise). Those teachers addressed students’ academic needs as
students became developmentally ready. For others, like Courtney, Caitlin, Amy, Jillian and
Natalie, the strong culture of accountability weighed heavily on them and forced them to focus
more on raising test scores. They expressed dismay over the personal conflict they felt when
students were not developmentally ready to take a test, or they delivered instruction with the sole
purpose of preparing students for a test. Teachers became distressed when one set of
expectations completely conflicted with their own and caused personal value conflicts (Sugrue,
2020). Santoro (2018) might describe this as the “moral challenges that threaten their definition
of good work” (p.116). These teachers had a deep awareness that early childhood students need
experiences that express “more facets of human experiences” rather than “discrete academic
skills” (Haslip & Gullo, 2018). It is the participants moral purpose guiding their commitment and
creating a stability in their own agency. Dissidents is likely to occur in their agency and stifle
their engagement when their best efforts to align their purpose with the well-being of students
are in conflict with given expectations. Furthermore, Santoro (2018) suggests that teachers
experience demoralization when their professionalism contradicts their concerns for students’
well-being. These examples show that some of the participants seemed to have the autonomy
needed to be adaptable to these particular conflicts and frustrations while other participants were
stifled and irritated.
We can conclude that these teachers felt a necessary level of job satisfaction since they
never wavered in staying in their schools and being a teacher. They were all in their positions for
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a significant time–an average of eight years–and reported their desires to remain. But they also
reported frustrations along with rewards. For example, teachers who reported fewer frustrations
related to their autonomy were also given more opportunities to have a stronger voice in creating
curriculum. Additionally, teachers reporting less satisfaction related to autonomy relied heavily
on their colleagues for support and enjoyed their relationships. Perhaps their engagement with
the given environment helped them shape their agency and follow through with their
professional responsibilities despite the conflicts (Priestley et al., 2015).
However, all of the participants reported some frustrations that have the potential to chip
away at their autonomy. Research shows that teachers’ loss of autonomy is one of the very
factors that could eventually lead to abandoning the profession before retirement age (LPI,
2018a). What we learn from examining these teachers’ narratives is the necessity to give teachers
the opportunity to express their feelings and then respond to them. The opportunity to be heard in
a way that allows for input in decisions might diminish some of their frustrations, creating the
conditions for greater autonomy to flourish.
The data showed differences in comparing perceptions of autonomy and professional
value with the external factor of per-pupil spending at their schools. We have known for years
the impact of family income on education, including the potential for negative effects on students
where lower per-pupil spending is evident (Morrissey et al., 2014). In this study, the proportion
of low-income students among the participants districts varied from 0% to 42%. The significance
of 42% of a school population reporting low income has a wide range of impacts on the school
system. For example, the average family income levels in a community can impact school
funding, thus per-pupil spending has the potential to lead to a lack of teaching resources
(Morrissey et al., 2014). Also, families identified as low-income tend to have students with more
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challenges, and for many reasons parents may be less responsive (Hoglund et al., 2015; Landry
et al., 2015; McCarthy et al., 2016). Those reasons may include the number of parents struggling
to make ends meet who must work nonstandard or varied hours, thereby making it difficult to
establish routines (Han, 2004). Also, children in lower-income families are generally exposed to
more family conflict or instability in the family structure creating less family stability (Koball &
Jiang, 2018). The data from this study yielded speculations that per-pupil spending was a factor
that influences teacher autonomy.
This finding may remind us that educators need to take note of professional autonomy as
it relates to external factors such as socio-economic indicators. If teachers of low-income
populations are to maintain their autonomy, they may need more space to share concerns about
the stressors impacting their professionalism. Priestley et al. (2016) posit that agency is a
temporal process. It requires the opportunity for teachers to make decisions and frame future
actions. Teachers may need more time to be part of the development of creative solutions to the
unique issues of lower-income families.
As found with the teachers at schools in districts where per-pupil spending was less, the
participants’ relationships with colleagues seemed to bring job satisfaction and a desire to stay in
their positions. Teachers were reporting on the many colleagues they interact with during their
day and the demoralizing effects of some and the great value of others. Also, the positive
relationship some teachers (i.e., Charlee, Elise) had with their administration was an important
influence on their autonomy while the same teachers reported strained relationships with their
colleagues. Regardless, National Association of School Principals (NASP) has partnered with
NAEYC and agrees that administrators of early elementary teachers are responsible to create a
balanced climate to retain teachers (NAEYC, 2020; NAESP, 2015). In sum, this study uncovered
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factors pertaining to external as well as internal forces, the many relational factors that
influenced teachers' professional value and, ultimately, their autonomy.
However, it was also evident that some teachers lean on their colleagues more when
frustrations are distinctly pronounced and connected to deteriorating perceptions of autonomy.
Tatar (2009) found that teachers turn to each other to empower themselves and overcome
difficulties. It is important that teachers have plenty of time during their workday to reflect,
collaborate, and cultivate relationships. The relationships they build and even their discussions
focused on student learning are strong factors in the complexity of building and acting upon their
agency (Biesta et al., 2017). As found with the teachers at schools in districts where per-pupil
spending was less, their relationships with partner teachers seemed to bring job satisfaction and a
desire to stay in their positions. This study also found a trend in how the participants felt their
most veteran teacher colleagues discounted or dismissed their opinions and expertise. These
feelings were expressed as situations in which their autonomy was being undermined. In a school
organization, if the employees enjoy collegial relationships there will be higher potential for
greater motivation to handle internal demands and in turn, job satisfaction (NAEYC, 2020; Tatar,
2009; Wheatley, 2005). Furthermore, NAEYC and the National Policy Board for Educational
Administration (NPBEA) recognize the necessity of administrators in fostering a professional
community of teachers and staff (NAEYC, 2020; National Policy Board for Educational
Administration, 2015). Hence, administrators have some accountability to the culture and
relationships being cultivated in their schools.
Other frustrations were felt with the teachers who were given strong directives to use
prescribed resources. Teachers felt administrative directives with prescribed resources did not
meet the needs of children. They wished for opportunities to utilize more creative lessons
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focused on students’ interests. They wanted assistance from specialists that was informed by
more time spent with students and teacher input. Thus, administration directives led to feelings
of frustrations and demoralization as they did not always feel they had been given what was
needed to meet their students’ needs. In turn, it was draining their self-efficacy, certainly their
autonomy, and sometimes left them feeling devalued. Perhaps this is an indicator of why
NAEYC (2020) and NAESP (2015) recommend that many administrators need to improve their
knowledge and practice in the area of early elementary school. Nonetheless, just as NAEYC
(2020) recommends, when the participant felt they had flexibility in the resources they used they
were more confident expressing a greater sense of autonomy and ability as teachers.
In summary, these findings were consistent with the research on Self-Efficacy Theory
and Self-Determination Theory as it relates to the professional autonomy of teachers. It gave
evidence of internal and external influences that motivated some participants, built efficacy and
empower their autonomy. Yet other experiences proved to diminish participants’ sense of selfefficacy which drives motivating behaviors and deter their agency ultimately discouraging a
positive perception of autonomy. Moreover, this study found that agency, an important factor in
autonomy, is a multifaceted phenomenon, something that people do instead of what people have
(Biesta et al., 2017). These data showed agency is more than the capacity a teacher innately
brings to their work. Instead, it is about the stakeholders’ contributions to their relationships and
their work environments that build an individual teacher’s agency.
Furthermore, the research highlighted the effects per-pupil spending can have on the
school environment and, consequently, teachers’ autonomy. It showed that teachers in schools
with higher per-pupil spending enjoyed greater access to resources and that flexibility in
instructional decisions was encouraged. However, in these schools, the participants’ collegial
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relationships were strained, but the participants felt supported by administration. In schools
where the per-pupil spending was less, teachers were grateful for most of their collegial
relationships and were not as satisfied with administrative support. It also showed that the
collegial relationships they enjoyed with their partner teachers become a strong support system
adding value to their work. But, the strong accountability culture found in their schools tends to
affect their relationships with administration.
It appears that the participants had a strong desire to develop their professionalism, serve
their students to the best of their ability and be active agents of their work. It is essential that we
value and entrust them with the professional autonomy to be creative with students and to help
ensure their job satisfaction. Moreover, it is important to cultivate collegial relationships between
teachers and administrators to create supportive environments where teachers can flourish.
Suggestions for Future Research
This study has opened the door on more questions concerning the many specific
influences on early childhood teachers’ autonomy. Implications drawn from these findings
suggest focused studies on the effects on teachers’ perceptions of autonomy related to per-pupil
spending might help to draw additional understanding of the many factors influencing autonomy.
Looking specifically at schools with varied per-pupil spending may bring to the surface
additional nuances related to the influences on teacher autonomy (i.e., teacher tenure compared
to per-pupil spending).
Teacher colleagues may also be a great influence on autonomy. It was clear that teachers
had different types of relationships with different teachers for a variety of reasons. The
participants of this study all reported relationships with veteran teachers which seemed to bring
about feelings of devalue. Relationships were sometimes enriching and there were emotional
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dependence on their collegial relationships with partner teachers, yet for others the relationships
with their partners were strained. For some participants, the relationships with support staff (i.e.,
Special Education staff) was helpful while other participants’ relationships with support staff
seemed to be influenced by the lack of proper coverage leading to teachers’ perceptions of
devalue and more frustrations. Yet, all relationships appeared to influence their agency and
hence, their autonomy. Researching the specific effects early childhood teacher colleagues have
on their fellow colleagues’ perceptions of autonomy could strengthen the research on the many
facets of autonomy.
This study adds to the limited literature on teacher autonomy in primary-grade settings
(kindergarten through second grade) in a few ways. It goes beyond the overall discussion stream
of autonomy as it relates to specific curricular areas and recognizes autonomy as a complex
phenomenon with internal and external influence on teachers’ daily decision-making and
professionalism. This research summarizes the realities of several early elementary teachers by
sharing their lived experiences. It also highlights the teachers’ frustrations between using the
agreed-upon professional standards and the teaching realities of the prescribed curriculum that
conflict with those standards. It brings to the forefront the tensions through value conflicts which
are demoralizing and constricts their ability to fully engage in their work with a joy. It answers
the call of many scholars to conduct more research on autonomy using qualitative methods,
especially in the area of early childhood education. It also illuminates the effects of the changing
landscape of suburban schools on early elementary teachers. In sum, more qualitative research is
needed to continue to hear the voices of early childhood-age teachers in elementary schools. It is
imperative that we use these methods to better understand the nuances and complexities of
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teachers’ professionalism in order to further understand why so many are leaving the teaching
profession.
In my final analysis, this study supports much of Sugrue’s (2020) work on moral injury in
the profession of education. This study illustrates the realization that these teachers perceived
their work as a moral endeavor supported by relationships and interactions between students,
families and the communities they serve. Additionally, they shared their relational bonds
between the administrators and colleagues the teachers work beside every day. The study
illustrated the influences from per-pupil spending on those relationships and policies focused on
expectations of accountability, curriculum, resources, and teachers’ daily decision making.
Further research is needed to study the economic inequities that influence policy and thereby
impact teacher autonomy too. All of these factors weigh heavy on a teachers’ innate need to feel
autonomy and joy for the service they provide–teaching.
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Appendix A
Information Sheet for Participation in Research Study
Perceptions of Teacher Autonomy and its Influence on Instruction
Principal Investigator: Nancy Harmening, Doctoral Student, Early Childhood Education, College of
Education
Institution: DePaul University, USA
Faculty Advisor: Marie Donovan, EdD, Associate Professor of Teacher Education Program Director, Early
Childhood Education Chair, College of Education. DePaul University
I am conducting a research study because I am trying to learn more about teacher autonomy and its influence
on daily instruction. I hope to add to the research focused on teacher autonomy and teacher attrition.
I am asking you to participate in this study because you have been teaching for about 5-10 years. Also, you
are a Kindergarten, first or second grade teacher, the focus of this study.
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to meet with me, Nancy Harmening, a doctoral student at
DePaul University’s College of education, three times. You will be interviewed about your teaching
experiences. The interview will include questions about influences on your professional autonomy, how
you make daily instructional decisions, and what you think as well as feel about your autonomy. I also will
collect some personal information about you such as how long have you’ve been teaching, contact
information (phone number and email address), and your college experience as it relates to pre-service
training. The interviews will happen in person. I will choose a time and place that bests suit your schedule.
If there is a question you do not want to answer, you may skip it. Each interview will take about 60-90
minutes to complete. The study should take about 3-4 hours to complete. Each interview will be recorded.
The purpose of the recording is to make an accurate written note of what you have said. After the recording
has been transcribed it will be erased. The transcription will stay on the researcher’s password protected
computer. You may request a review of your transcript.
Each interview will take about 60-90 minutes to complete. The total study will require approximately 3-4
hours of your time. Ideally, there will be no less than one week between each interview session, as your
schedule allows. Completing the interviews should only take about three weeks. In total the entire study
should be complete within 4 months, unless there are scheduling conflicts, which may prolong the study.
Research data collected from you will be collected in an identifiable way and then be de-identified later.
When you first give me your information it will be linked to you with a code number and I will have a key
that tells me whom that code number belongs to. So, for a relatively short period of time, it is possible to
link this information to you. However, I have put some protections in place, such as storing the information
in a secured computer under password protection and with encrypted files. After the study is finished (in
about 4 months), I will remove all the identifiers and make all the data de-identified. The data will be kept
for an undetermined period of time in the de-identified way, since there should be no risk to you should
someone gain access to the data.
Your participation is voluntary, which means you can choose not to participate. There will be no negative
consequences if you decide not to participate or change your mind later after you begin the study. Your
decision whether or not to be in the research will not affect your employment at your job.
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You can withdraw your participation at any time, by contacting me at: XXX. Since the information you
give me remains identifiable and linked to your name (or other direct identifier) during the study, I can
remove your data from the research files at any time.
You will be given physical gift cards totaling $60 for your participation in the research in $20-$25
disbursements after each interview. The gift cards will include stores such as Starbucks, Dunkin Donuts,
Target, Macys and Lake Shore Learning.
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about this study, or you seek additional information or wish
to provide input about this research, please contact Nancy Harmening.
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, you may contact Susan Loess-Perez, DePaul
University’s Director of Research Compliance, in the Office of Research Services at 312-362-7593 or by
email at sloesspe@depaul.edu. You may also contact DePaul’s Office of Research Services if:

● Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team.
● You cannot reach the research team.
● You want to talk to someone besides the research team.
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Appendix B
Distribution of Participants and the Grade-Levels They Teach

Teacher Participants by Grade-Level
Grade-level

Participants

Kindergarten

Charlee, Elise

First
Second

Caitlin, Natalie, Amy, Jillian
Courtney, Allory, Olivia
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Appendix C
Demographics of Participants Schools
Demographics of Participants Schools

Teacher

2018
District/
pupil
Spending

% of Low
Income
2000/2010/
2019

**2000
%White/Black/
Hispanic/Asian and
Pacific Islander

**2010
%White/Black/
Hispanic/Asian
and Pacific
Islander

**2019
%White/Black/
Hispanic/Asian and
Pacific Islander

Charlee

$25,000

0

.2

0

96

.2

.7

.3

93

0

2

.7

86

.04

4

3

Olivia

$16,000

2

2

3

93

.9

3

4

84

.2

.9

7

75

.4

9

8

Elise

$16,000

1

7

7

80

1

3

15

67

3

4

26

32

1

5

56

Jillian

$12,000

1

9

14

92

2

4

2

72

11

12

1

70

8

16

3

Allory

$12,000

1

5

14

95

.7

2

2

87

.6

5

5

83

4

7

3

Natalie

$12,000

2

6

16

92

.4

5

3

83

1

9

3

77

3

8

3

Amy

$12,000

2

6

16

92

.4

5

3

83

1

9

3

77

3

8

3

Caitlin

$9,100

7

25

36

91

.5

5

3

74

5

11

2

59

20

13

3

Courtney

$9,100

8

29

42

95

1

3

.8

72

5

14

2

59

7

30

3

Note: *Average per-pupil spending for the State of Illinois in 2018-2019 school year is $13,764.00
*All data was pulled from the 2000-2001, 2010-2011, and 2018-2019 Illinois state school
report cards for each of the participants’ districts or schools.
School and district names are not included, to protect the participants’ identities.
**Student ethnic demographics per school will not total 100%. The missing remaining
percentage includes all other ethnic identities.
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Appendix D
Interview Protocol

Interview #1
Thank you for allowing me to spend time in your classroom and speaking with me today. Is it ok
if I record our conversation?
· Re-introduce myself as a Doctoral student of DePaul.
o Working on my dissertation, focused on teacher autonomy
· Explanation/reiterate how the interviews will be conducted.
o 9 participants
o Recorded – participants can say stop or delete at any time
o I may be taking notes while participants speak, jottings of my own thoughts
o Will not be shared with others
o Transcribed using pseudonyms
o Transcripts may be reviewed by the participants
· Explanation of my role as researcher
o Stay quiet and listen
· Role of participant
o Speak with your own truths
1. Tell me about yourself.
a. Family
b. Hobbies
c. Entertainment
2. Tell me about becoming a teacher.
a. The decision to become a teacher
b. Pre-service/education
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c. Past teaching placements/schools/districts
i. Reasons for leaving
3. Tell me about teaching first grade.
a. How did you decide to teach first grade?
b. What other grades have you taught- how did you make the decision
that grade

to leave

4. Tell me about other professional activities you are involved with outside of teaching
everyday.
a. Committees
b. Clubs
c. Professional organizations
5. Tell me about teacher autonomy.
a. How do you define it?
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Interview #2
Thank you again for allowing me to spend time in your classroom and speaking with me today.
Is it ok if I continue to record our conversation?

1. Tell me about teaching for this district
a. What decisions brought you here
b. What decisions keep you here
2. Tell me about teaching in this school
a. Administration
b. Community
c. Parents

d. Colleagues
e. Culture
f. Students

3. Do you know the district's mission statement? (copy)
a. How do you feel about that statement?
4. Tell me about your educational philosophy.
a. Why should we do this-teach
b. What is the purpose of education?
5. Tell me about your resources.
a. How do you receive/gain instructional resources?
6. Tell me about your curriculum.
a. Tell me about its creation
7. Tell me about the resources available to you
a. How do you gain/accumulate resources?
8. Tell me about how you make instructional decisions?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Resources
Strategies
Assessment
Recording/communicating student growth

9. Do you make any decisions with others?
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a. Colleagues
b. Administration
c. Parents
10. Last week we started talking about teacher autonomy. You said,...Please tell me more
a. How would you describe high autonomy and low autonomy?
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Interview #3
Thank you for allowing me to spend time in your classroom and speaking with me today. Is it ok
if I record our last conversation?

1. Last week we started talking about your autonomy. You said ……can you tell me
more about that?
2. Tell me about your feelings of professional autonomy
a. Describe for me when/where have you felt high autonomy
b. Describe when/where have you felt low autonomy
c. In general, describe what level of autonomy you feel in your current teaching
position?
3. What makes you feel that way during those experiences?
a. What would help you build high autonomy
b. Is there anything that takes away your autonomy?
4. What influences your autonomy? Who influences your autonomy?
a. Stakeholders
b. Resources
c. PD
5. When you think about your autonomy, how would you describe it?
a. How does that make you feel?
6. Is there anything else about your autonomy or teacher autonomy in general that you
would like to add to this interview that perhaps we did not talk about?
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Appendix E
Teacher Perceived Professional Value versus Per-Pupil Spending

PER-PUPIL SPENDING

